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ABSTRACT: The struggle by women workers has largely been overlooked in the his-
toriography of trade unions in South Africa during apartheid. This article analyses
the strategies of the National Union of Textile Workers (NUTW) to end wage dis-
crimination against women as part of the struggle against poverty wages in the
South African textile industry during the last years of apartheid, c. to .
The first South African equal pay legislation came into force in , covering the
minimum wages of just a small number of the workforce; it was not until  that
legislation set minimum wages for all workers. Before the legal reform, new domestic
and foreign political opportunities helped the NUTW to create new mobilization
structures and offered possibilities to connect levels of scale and make local action vis-
ible at home and abroad. Global framing of wage equality combined with a translocal
repertoire was used in the cases of multinational companies to make relevant connec-
tions between levels of scale (international, transnational, national, and local) to add to
the visibility of the violations. After the reform of labour legislation in South Africa,
the union made reference to domestic legislation, but translocal activism remained
important in bringing foreign companies to the local negotiating table. Drawing on
these cases, the NUTW developed a national strategy to make wage setting more
transparent across the entire industry, adding to the visibility of all forms of wage
discrimination.

∗ I am grateful to Alec Erwin, Chris Bonner, Johnny Copelyn, John Mawbey, and Eddie
Webster, who have generously shared their histories of local organizing during interviews in
December . This case study is part of a larger project on the history of equal pay, “Mind
the Gap! An Entangled History of Economic Citizenship and the Demand for Equal Pay
–”, funded by the Swedish Vetenskapsrådet. I am grateful to the staff at Historical
Papers, William Cullen Library, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg; the staff at
the library of the Nordic Africa Institute, Uppsala; my colleagues at the Swedish Labour
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INTRODUCTION

After World War II, the demand for equal remuneration emerged as a major
item on the agendas of international organizations. In , the United
Nations (UN) adopted a resolution on “equal pay”. The International
Labour Organization (ILO) followed in  with the Equal Remuneration
Convention (No. ). With  ratifications, the principle of equal remuner-
ation became truly global. Additional transnational agreements, such as the
 Treaty of Rome of the European Economic Community (EEC), have
also played an important role. Since the UN’s International Women’s
Decade (–), several international agreements concerning women’s
rights as human rights and agreements on international labour standards
have included equal remuneration for men and women for work of equal
value.
In general, the concept of equal remuneration has been successful in chang-

ing national legislation, but implementation has been less successful, so that
even today women earn, on average, only fifty per cent of what men do. In
, the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation
(ITGLWF) published a short summary of a questionnaire concerned with
equal remuneration in the textile industry. It showed that South Africa was
the only country out of twenty-one where legislation was not applicable
to all workers in the industry, even though the principle had been implemen-
ted. At that time, South Africa was politically isolated, due to apartheid, and
since  it had no longer been a member of the ILO. In , South Africa
introduced its first equal pay legislation, which applied to the minimum
wages of workers covered by industrial council agreements only. Not until
 was legislation introduced that set minimum wages for all workers.
Since , the Labour Relations Act and the Wage Act have protected
against wage differentials for men and women doing the same job.

. See also Paula Määttä, The ILO Principle of Equal Pay and Its Implementation (Tampere,
), p. ; Richard Anker, Gender and Jobs: Sex Segregation of Occupations in the World
(Geneva, ), p. . See also Lars Magnusson et al., Equal Pay and Gender Mainstreaming
in the European Employment Strategy (Brussels, ); World Economic Forum, The Global
Gender Gap Report  (Geneva, ).
. Arbetarrörelsens Arkiv och Bibliotek [hereafter, ARAB], Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet
(Swedish Textile and Garment Workers’ Union), ITGLWF, Discussion Document:
Employment of Women, ITGLWF, Third World Congress, Vienna, – October , p. .
. FOSATU, Women Workers (n.p., ); Iris Berger, Threads of Solidarity: Women in South
African Industry, – (Bloomington, IN, ), p. ff; Jeremy Baskin, Striking Back: A
History of Cosatu (London, ), p. ff; “Workshop on Women”, South African Labour
Bulletin, : (), pp. –, ; Adrienne Bird, “Organising Women Workers”, South
African Labour Bulletin, : (), pp. –; G. Standing et al., The South African
Challenge: Restructuring the Labour Market (Geneva, ), p. .
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This article shows that the struggle for equal remuneration was embedded
in the struggle against apartheid, through resistance against poverty wages.

Poverty wages were an important trigger of worker mobilization in most
South African industries. Few countries have tried to structure income
inequality as systematically and brutally as South Africa did under apart-
heid. Apartheid politics affected incomes directly, as African and white
workers doing the same work with the same qualifications were paid differ-
ently. Important elements of labour-market apartheid included the long-term
exclusion of African workers from education and training, pass laws, forced
removals, and the denial of access to certain job positions and to collective
bargaining. From the s, the labour market began to be de-racialized.
This was the result of anti-apartheid protests in South Africa as well as of
international monitoring. This shows the dialectical composition of the
advantages and disadvantages of apartheid. Apartheid capitalism offered
multinational companies an opportunity to produce at low cost in South
Africa; at the same time, these multinational companies could become sites
of resistance to apartheid due to their high visibility in the international con-
text. Racial inequality was the result not only of public policies, but also of
the interaction between these policies and capitalist development. It also
intersected with gender relations, and African women were at the bottom
of these hierarchies.

The struggle over poverty wages has traditionally been described as a
struggle by male breadwinners, ignoring the role of women workers.
However, oral history projects and contemporary reports speak to the fact
that women workers in the textile industry were just as involved in these
activities as men. The struggle for wage equality between men and
women has been overlooked and widely neglected in research too, despite

. Sakhela Buhlungu, A Paradox of Victory: COSATU and the Democratic Transformation in
South Africa (Scottsville, ), p. ff.
. Racial terminology is a complicated matter. I have chosen to use the most commonly used
terms. “African” refers to people whom the apartheid system categorized as “native”,
“Bantu”, or “black”; “white” refers to people categorized as “European” and later also
“white”; “Indian” refers to people who were brought or came from India, also classified as
“Asiatic”; “coloured” refers mainly to people from the Western Cape and was used as a desig-
nation for those who did not fit any of the other categories. Some were Khoy, others were des-
cendants of Malay slaves, and others were the children of Africans and whites. I use the term
black to refer to African, coloured, and Indian people collectively. In his international compari-
son, Charles Feinstein shows that only Brazil had a more unequal distribution of pre-tax income
than South Africa in the s. Charles H. Feinstein, An Economic History of South Africa:
Conquest, Discrimination and Development (Cambridge [etc.], ), p. ; Jeremy Seekings
and Nicoli Nattrass, Class, Race, and Inequality in South Africa (New Haven, CT [etc.],
), p. .
. Seekings and Nattrass, Class, Race, and Inequality, p. .
. Malehoko Tshoaedi, “Women in the Forefront of Workplace Struggles in South Africa: From
Invisibility to Mobilization”, Labour, Capital and Society, : (), pp. –, , fn. .
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the fact that it was on the agenda of South African women workers’ organi-
zations as early as in the interwar period. The demand for equal pay is men-
tioned sporadically in studies on women workers and trade unions. Research
has also dated the struggle for equal remuneration to the end of the s.
For example, in his book Striking Back Jeremy Baskin claims that the
National Union of Metal Workers of South Africa (NUMSA) spearheaded
the campaign against wage inequality in , but activists were reporting
at the beginning of the s that equal remuneration for men and women
had been an accepted negotiating practice in the Federation of South
African Trade Unions (FOSATU) since its foundation in .

This article is concerned with the struggle and negotiating practice of the
National Union of Textile Workers (NUTW), a founding member of
FOSATU, to implement equal remuneration in the South African textile
industry between  and . It contributes to the history of South
African women workers and their struggles to implement equal remuner-
ation. It sheds light on the history of international solidarity with South
African workers, by including the activism and demands of women workers,
and it contributes to the debates on globally available concepts and the level
of success in their implementation.
Between  and , before the NUTW merged into the Amalgamated

Clothing and Textile Workers Union of South Africa (ACTWUSA), the
union handled fifteen cases of wage discrimination against women. In four-
teen cases, initiated before the legal reform of , the most blatant forms of
wage discrimination were ended. The union had a predominantly female
membership and a high record of industrial action over poverty wages and
recognition agreements. I argue that we can explain the success of the
NUTW with reference to its combined strategy of shop-floor activism and
international coalition building, its ability to manoeuvre between and make
use of domestic and foreign political opportunities, and its long-term strategy
to make wage categories more transparent. This was partly possible because
resistance to apartheid had mobilized workers, and their protests created new
political opportunity structures. Apartheid capitalism attracted multinational
companies with its low production costs based on poverty wages, but at the
same time these multinational companies could be used as political oppor-
tunity structures and enabled unions to transfer international concepts to
protect workers’ rights to the shop floor in South Africa. This improved
wages for women workers in the textile industry, but, as elsewhere, the intro-
duction of equal remuneration also cost women their jobs in some cases. The
introduction of equal pay could give rise to recategorizations of jobs, where

. Berger, Threads of Solidarity, pp. , , , .
. Baskin, Striking Back, p. . See also Numsa, Numsa Women Organise (Johannesburg,
), p. .
. Bird, “Organising Women Workers”, pp. –.
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women again were in the lowest wage categories, and their work was often
labelled “light” compared to the “heavy” work of men.

THEORETICAL MODEL

Social movement theory can explain why social mobilization processes take
place and the mechanisms behind their success or failure. According to
Charles Tilly, Doug McAdam, and Sidney Tarrow, mobilization processes
depend on the creation and use of political opportunities, the use of specific
repertoires of protest, and the process of interpreting and framing of griev-
ances to convince the opponent. Political opportunities can emerge through
increasing political pluralism, decline in repression, a division within elites, or
political enfranchisement. To understand why mobilization for equal remu-
neration took place in the South African textile industry at this time and why
it was successful, it is necessary to look at the new political opportunities that
emerged and were created at the end of the s and the beginning of the
s, both in and outside South Africa. As a result of reforms in labour rela-
tions and of both domestic and foreign pressure, apartheid was reformed;
activists were able to use these reforms as a new political opportunity. The
creation and use of political opportunity structures took place at different
levels of scale, and it is therefore necessary to study the connections between
them to explain the outcome.

During apartheid, women workers’ activism was predominantly situated at
the shop-floor level, but grievances at multinational plants were sometimes
sent on global or transnational journeys because resistance to apartheid
had also created political opportunity structures outside South Africa.
These international opportunity structures became available through inter-
national agreements signed by multinationals and could be used to create a
connection between the plant level in South Africa and the plant level in
the country of the company’s main seat. Sidney Tarrow’s concept of trans-
national activism is useful to focus on the mechanisms taking place in the tri-
angular relationship of transnational activists, such as trade unions or the
anti-apartheid movement, the state, and international institutions such as
the ILO or the European Community, and explains why and how political
opportunities emerging either nationally or internationally can be used in

. Alice Kessler-Harris, A Woman’s Wage: Historical Meanings and Social Consequences
(Lexington, KY, ) and Dorothy Sue Cobble, The Other Women’s Movement: Workplace
Justice and Social Rights in Modern America (Princeton, NJ, ), pp. –.
. Charles Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution (Reading, MA, ); Doug McAdam et al.,
Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements, Political Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures,
and Cultural Framings (Cambridge, ); Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social
Movements and Contentious Politics (Cambridge, ); Sidney Tarrow, The New
Transnational Activism (Cambridge, ), p. .
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the mobilization process. The use of the term transnational to highlight
border-crossing activities is the result of debates about “methodological
nationalism” and aims at going beyond the nation state. In recent years,
this term has been criticised for a perspective stuck in a focus on the inter-
action among nations or between international organizations and nations.
As part of a debate on global history and the epistemologies of global history,
the local as space – for example in migration history – or the local as a site for
micro-historical analysis has come into focus and the concept of translocal
and translocality has been used to develop global history in a way that can
include individuals in studies of larger, global, and universal processes.

As already mentioned, in FOSATU and its member organizations the
power to negotiate and to resist lay at the level of the shop floor, and there-
fore action was initiated at the local level. It could lead to shared actions with
others at the national and international level or with other workers at a spe-
cific factory abroad. To highlight this local initiative, I use the concept of
translocal activism, meaning forms of mobilization for action where local
action includes a link with other local activists abroad, and/or with activists
at the international/transnational level, to connect their local workplace to
other workplaces abroad, to states, and to international institutions.
I argue that part of the mobilization process depended on the local polit-

ical opportunity structures created by the specific forms of exploitation on
the shop floor in the South African textile industry under apartheid capital-
ism. Women workers mobilized locally for militant action, with numerous
spontaneous strikes and protests. The outcome was highly dependent on
the bargaining position of the union, the demonstration of its power, and
its ability to change to a negotiation mode. As a reaction to mass protests
and uprisings during the s, the South African government, foreign gov-
ernments, and international organizations introduced reforms and agree-
ments to improve the situation of workers in South Africa. This created
new domestic and foreign political opportunity structures for workers’
movements in South Africa. The recognition of non-racial unions is, without
doubt, the most important achievement of the reforms and created new
mobilization structures for workers. However, the global gender concepts
embedded in these agreements, namely equal remuneration for men and
women, have been overlooked by earlier research. The NUTW was able to
translate and integrate global gender concepts in the framing of their local
grievances and created one of the spaces that allowed the introduction of

. This is an adaption of Tarrow’s concept: Tarrow, New Transnational Activism, p. .
. Christian De Vito and Anne Gerritsen (eds), Micro-Spatial Histories of Global Labour
(New York, ); Ulrike Freitag and Achim von Oppen, Translocality: The Study of
Globalising Processes from a Southern Perspective (Leiden [etc.], ).
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equal remuneration. Multinational companies offered political opportunity
structures, as they could be approached with reference to foreign legislation
and agreements before South African legislation could be applied. After
, the union was more likely to refer to South African legislation. A com-
parison between the mobilization processes, domestic, foreign, and inter-
national political opportunity structures, and the mechanisms behind the
translocal action versus national mobilization at two multinational plants,
shows that the union used all available concepts and methods, combining
translocal action with a legal strategy after the reform of equal pay legislation.
In the last part of this article, I argue that the experiences of the equal pay
cases led the NUTW to develop a national strategy for a more transparent
wage structure, which contributed to advancing the struggle against multiple
types of wage discrimination across the industry.

WOMEN ’S ACTIVISM IN SOUTH AFRICAN
WORKING-CLASS STRUGGLES

Despite coming from the same class, the experience of class differed between
African female and male workers. Apartheid also split groups of women
workers. Job segregation resulted in different forms of discrimination and
made it difficult to establish solidarity between groups of women. For
example, coloured workers won trade union rights at the same time as
white workers, before African women, which enabled them to reinforce
job protection.

With a few exceptions, history has been concerned with the role of men in
the mobilization of workers. This is not peculiar to South Africa. The need
to “gender” labour history has been discussed by feminist labour historians

. Gudrun Lachenmann has shown a similar development for the creation of gender spaces in
Muslim societies, “Globalisation in the Making: Translocal Gendered Spaces in Muslim
Societies”, in Freitag and von Oppen, Translocality, pp. –, .
. “Workshop on Women”, pp. –.
. Buhlungu, A Paradox of Victory, pp. –; “Workshop on Women”, pp. –; Joanne
Yawitch, “The Incorporation of African Women into Wage Labour –”, South
African Labour Bulletin, : (), pp. –.
. Peter Alegi, “Rewriting Patriarchal Scripts: Women, Labor, and Popular Culture in South
African Clothing Industry Beauty Contests, s–”, Journal of Social History, :
(), pp. –; Tshoaedi, “Women in the Forefront”. See, for example, Baskin, Striking
Back; Jabulani Sithole and Sifiso Ndolvu, “The Revival of the Labour Movement,
-”, in South African Democracy Education Trust (ed.), The Road to Democracy in
South Africa,  vols (Pretoria, –), ; Karl von Holt, Transition from Below: Forging
Trade Unionism and Workplace Change in South Africa (Pietermaritzburg, ); Dave
Hemson et al., “White Activists and the Revival of the Workers’ Movement”, in South
African Democracy Education Trust, The Road to Democracy in South Africa –, ,
pp. –; Buhlungu, A Paradox of Victory, p. .
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since the s. Feminist social scientists have criticised existing concep-
tions in political theory, as well as the analysis of politics and political actors,
for excluding the activities and involvement of women in political organiza-
tions in general, and in trade unions specifically. In the South African con-
text, the colonial and apartheid construction of African women and their
agency has contributed to their exclusion from analyses and conceptualiza-
tions of working-class struggles. African women were often described as
docile and subordinate to men, in contrast to active male trade unionists tak-
ing part in the struggle. The struggle over wages and working conditions
has, according to Tshoaedi, often had a male bias, with frequent references
to men being the breadwinner in the family, but interviews with women
trade unionists have shown that these issues were as important in mobilizing
women as they were for men.

Despite multiple intersecting forms of oppression, South African women
have made significant contributions to workplace struggles as part of the for-
mation of unions. Although women were important in mobilizing workers
on the shop floor, they seldom became shop stewards or chairs of shop stew-
ard committees. They were often militant and dedicated members during
strikes and demonstrations (Figure ). For example, during the Durban
strikes in  a majority of the , participants were women.

Exposed to gender discrimination and sexual harassment by employers and
male union comrades alike, women workers mobilized specifically for gen-
der issues. This has contributed to discussions about democracy and gen-
der equality in the unions, including attitudes towards women in the unions,
and put the demand for equal remuneration for men and women on the
union agenda.

. Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York, ); Alice
Kessler-Harris, Gendering Labour History (Urbana, IL [etc.], ).
. Linda Briskin and Patricia McDermott, Women Challenging Unions: Feminism, Democracy
and Militancy (Toronto, ); Mary Margaret Fonow, Union Women: Forging Feminism in the
United Steelworkers of America (Minneapolis, MN [etc.], ).
. Cynthia Malehoko Tshoaedi, “Roots of Women’s Union Activism: South Africa –
” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Leiden, ), p. .
. Idem, “Women in the Forefront”, p. ff; idem, “Roots of Women’s Union Activism”,
pp. –.
. Baskin, Striking Back, p. ; Hemson et al., “White Activists and the Revival”, p. .
. Baskin, Striking Back, pp. –.
. Tshoaedi, “Roots of Women’s Union Activism”; Pat Gibbs, “Women, Labour and
Resistance: Case Studies from the Port Elizabeth/Uitenhage Area, –”, in Nomboniso
Gasa (ed.), Women in South African History: They Remove Boulders and Cross Rivers (Cape
Town, ), p. . Berger, Threads of Solidarity. See also the autobiographies of Emma
Mashinini, Strikes Have Followed Me All My Life (London, ), and Pregs Govender, Love
and Courage: A Story of Insubordination (Auckland Park, ), and the interview projects car-
ried out by Jane Barrett et al., South African Women Speak (London, ) and by Leslie
Lawson, No Turning Back: Fighting for Gender Equality in the Trade Unions (Johannesburg,

Silke Neunsinger

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166


CATEGORICAL INEQUALITIES IN THE TEXTILE
INDUSTRY

The poverty wages paid to the predominantly female African workforce in
the textile industry were the reason why this sector had the second highest
level of strike activity during the s, after the metal industry.

Labour-market apartheid had been implemented in the textile industry as

Figure . Women were important in mobilizing workers on the shop floor. Although they sel-
dom became shop stewards, they were often militant and dedicated union members during
strikes and demonstrations.
Historical Papers, Research Archives William Cullen Library, University of the Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg, FOSATU, inv. nr. AH /K..

). See also Alex Lichtenstein, “Challenging ‘Umthetho we Femu’ (The Law of the Firm):
Gender Relations and Shop-Floor Battles for Union Recognition in Natal’s Textile Industry,
–”, Africa, : (), pp. –, . See also Iris Berger, “Sources of Class
Consciousness: South African Women in Recent Labour Struggles”, in Claire Robertson and
Iris Berger (eds), Women and Class in Africa (New York [etc.], ), pp. –.
. The fact that, since the s, average wages in the textile industry have been higher than in
the clothing industry has been explained by the high rate of strike activity among textile workers,
namely during the Durban strikes in . According to Seekings and Nattrass, the Minister of
Labour instructed the Wage Board to revise key minimum wage determinations upward shortly
after the strikes. Seekings and Nattrass, Class, Race, and Inequality, p. . Dennis MacShane
et al., Power! Black Workers, their Unions and the Struggle for Freedom in South Africa
(Nottingham, ), p. .
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in other industries through job reservations for skilled white workers, and in
the Western Cape through the Coloured Preferential Area Regulation.
African workers held unskilled, low-paid jobs, their mobility was limited
by pass laws, and they were excluded from collective bargaining.

After World War II, the textile and clothing industry was the fourth largest
secondary-sector industry in South Africa. It was located in the Western
Cape, the Free State, and Gauteng, and in cities like Cape Town, Durban,
and Johannesburg, as well as in the reserves such as KwaZulu-Natal.
Official statistics on the workforce in the industry are not comparable over

time. Some of the earlier censuses counted whites only and some excluded
Africans. Moreover, racial definitions changed in the s. Occupational
and industry classifications were revised frequently, and gender was included
only until . Despite inadequate statistics, we know from other sources
that the composition of the workforce differed over time (see Figure ). This
was the result of the introduction of new technology in the s, which
increased demand for unskilled workers. Many jobs were downgraded and
wages became very low. With this shift, African women moved into the
industry and replaced white and coloured women, with a majority working
as machine operators. Since the s, the proportions of different racial
groups have been relatively stable, with only a small percentage of whites.

By , about half of the workforce was female, with African women work-
ers forming two thirds of the female workforce.

From the s, the industry needed large-scale investments for modern-
ization. Production in South Africa was highly labour intensive and could
survive only by producing import substitutes, protected by import tariffs
and state subsidies for industries on the border of the reserves, the so-called
homelands. Between  and , only . per cent of production was
exported. The ownership structure in the industry during the s and

. Tshoaedi, “Roots of Women’s Union Activism”, p. .
. Bureau of Census and Statistics, Union Statistics for Fifty Years: Jubilee Issue –

(Pretoria, ). Comment on Population, A- re population industrial classifications.
. Barrett et al., South African Women Speak, pp. –; Yawitch, “The Incorporation of
African Women”, p. .
. Yawitch, “The Incorporation of African Women”.
. Bird, “Organising Women Workers”, p. .
. Etienne Vlok, “The Textile and Clothing Industry in South Africa”, in Herbert Jauch and
Rudolf Traub-Merz (eds), The Future of the Textile and Clothing Industry in Sub-Saharan
Africa (Bonn, ), pp. –.
. Feinstein, An Economic History of South Africa, pp. –; Berger, Threads of Solidarity,
pp. –. Historical Papers, Research Archive William Cullen Library, University of the
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg [hereafter, HP], Southern African Clothing and Textile Workers
Union, SACTWU [hereafter, AH],  G, James North, document on the historical devel-
opment of the NUTW. According to the sanctions report, the small percentage of exports
was vulnerable to the boycott by the Nordic countries and the US. According to the sanctions
report, sales to the US fell even more than had been expected because of sanctions alone. South
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s reflected the international relocation of the industry from northern
Europe to southern Europe, Hungary, and the Global South. In South
Africa, this had started in the s, when British companies moved
machines to South Africa. As a result, one third was owned by multinational
companies, one third by the South African Frame Group, and one third by
others.

Shifts between different racial groups and between male and female work-
ers, as well as the relocation of production to the borderland areas, provided
an opportunity for employers to downgrade and undervalue jobs, resulting
in lower wage bills. South African decentralization policies offered cheap
production in the reserves and on their borderlands. The idea was to attract
European and Taiwanese companies to invest in labour-intensive industries
on the border of the reserves, where about fifty-seven per cent of the female
African population lived at the beginning of the s. The largest investors

Figure . Size of workforce in the South African textile industry, –, according to the
racial categories of the apartheid regime.
Source: Statistics South Africa, available at: http://www.statssa.gov.za; last accessed  December
.

Africa: The Sanctions Report. Prepared for the Commonwealth Committee of Foreign Ministers
on Southern Africa (London, ), pp. , .
. ARAB, Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet, ITGLWF, Report on Activities, Fourth World
Congress, Tel Aviv, – October . Some of the reports are available only in a Swedish
translation. Even before World War II, machines had been moved from textile plants in
England to plants in South Africa. Fredrik Lilja, “The Rise and Decline of Textiles in South
Africa: International Capital and Local Labour –”, in Peter Ericsson et al. (eds), Allt
på ett bräde, stat, ekonomi och bondeoffer. En vänbok till Jan Lindegren (Uppsala, ),
pp. –.
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were from the United Kingdom, Taiwan, and the US. The companies starting
production in these areas were offered cheap labour, subsidized power, water
and transport, tax concessions, cheap finance, subsidies, and exemptions
from minimum wages. This was not enough to attract as many investors as
envisaged, as the areas were simply too remote from markets to be attract-
ive. Nonetheless, textiles and clothing became the most prominent indus-
tries in these regions.
Most of the women in the reserves were excluded from work in urban

areas due to pass laws and could find employment only in industries inside
the reserves or on the borderland, where unskilled women were employed at
extremely low wages. In , the NUTW reported that wages in Isithebe,
part of KwaZulu, ranged between R and R per month, which was
almost one third of the wages of a worker in Durban. Wages were far
below subsistence levels. During the first six month of , a knitting-
machine operator in Hammarsdale earned only . per cent of the recom-
mended South African poverty level, as measured by the Household
Effective Level (HEL), and only twenty-seven per cent of the recommended
Supplemented Living Level (SLL). For a machine operator who had been
working more than three and a half years, wages corresponded to forty-one
per cent of the HEL and forty-two per cent of the SLL.

Like all other sectors and subsectors in manufacturing, official wage data
for the textile industry for the period between  and  are highly inad-
equate. They show average wages only and do not include occupational wage
rates (Figure ). We know that real wages all over the industry had been
declining since the s and had become an even more pressing issue
after a rise in the cost of living at the turn of the s. According to data
from the NUTW published by the ITGLWF, real wages for a male knitting-
machine operator decreased by more than  per cent between  and 
(in  prices) (from R. to R. per week). Due to the implementa-
tion of equal remuneration for men and women during the first half of the

. Feinstein, An Economic History of South Africa, pp. –, Seekings and Nattrass, Class,
Race, and Inequality, p. , Barrett et al., South African Women Speak, p. .
. Yawitch, “The Incorporation of African Women”, pp. –, Berger, Threads of Solidarity,
pp. , , .
. ARAB, Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet, Handlingar rörande Internationalen ITGLWF,
Reports from Affiliated Organisations, ITGLWF Fourth World Congress, Tel Aviv, –
October , p. . See also MacShane et al., Power!, p. . Job segregation was extremely
effective, so only in higher positions such as engineering or management could wage discrimi-
nation be found. Interview with Alec Erwin,  November , Cape Town.
. HPAH C .., “Working conditions”memorandumby JohnnyCopelyn, n.d.HPAH
C..; Martin Holland, “Disinvestment, Sanctions and the European Community’s Code
of Conduct in South Africa”, African Affairs,  (), pp. –, .
. Jan Hofmeyr, “The Rise in African Wages: –”, South African Journal of Economics,
: (), pp. –.
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s, wages for a female knitting-machine operator decreased only . per
cent (from R. to R. per week) over the same period.

Although the data are highly inadequate, they show that by the mid-s
income inequalities between blacks and whites had not changed in the textile
industry. Additional, fragmentary data collected by unions and the ITGLWF
indicate that wage gaps between men and women were introduced right from
the start, when workers were first taken on. By , after the implementa-
tion of equal remuneration, they had been closed, according to the data from
the union. ITGLWF data on average weekly starting wages from 
showed that women earned  per cent (R.) of men’s wages
(R.). Other examples show more blatant discrimination against
women. Weekly wage data, including attendance bonuses, collected by the
NUTW in January  at SA Fabrics indicate (Table ) that women were
earning as little as fifty-one per cent (R.) of men’s wages (R.).
A large unskilled workforce of predominantly African women, with wages

far below the poverty line in the reserves; male-female wage differentials
between twenty and sixty per cent; declining real wages since the s;
and a recent increase in the cost of living at the start of  mobilized the

Figure . Monthly wages (in rand) in the South African textile industry at constant  prices,
according to racial categories of the apartheid regime
Source: StatisticsSouthAfrica, available at: http://www.statssa.gov.za; last accessedDecember.

. ARAB, Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet, ITGLWF, Reports from Affiliated Organisations,
ITGLWF Fourth World Congress, Tel Aviv, – October , p. .
. ARAB, Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet, ITGLWF, Discussion Document: Employment of
Women, ITGLWF Third World Congress, Vienna, – October , p. .
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textile workers to take militant action and triggered a range of spontaneous
uprisings.

NEW POLITICAL OPPORTUNITIES

Protests against apartheid, such as the Durban strikes (), the uprisings in
townships and especially in Soweto (), international pressure, and the
decline in foreign investment, combined with an economic crisis, put pres-
sure on the South African government and created new political opportunity
structures. During the s, governments in Western Europe and the
United States were divided on the issue of sanctions as a way of ending apart-
heid. Some of these governments, the EEC, and some non-government orga-
nizations adopted so-called codes of conduct for multinational companies
with subsidiaries in South Africa. These agreements morally obliged

Table . Wages in January  at SA Fabrics (in ZAR).

Grade
Male rates

(no. of workers)
Female rates

(no. of workers)
Female rates as

percentage of male rates

5.1 41.35 (32) 21.90 (2) 53
5.2 − 24.90 (0) −
4.1 47.10 (110) 24.90 (9) 53
4.2 49.70 (39) 27.15 (0) 55
4.3 52.35 (31) 29.40 (14) 56
4.4 54.95 (32) 31.65 (1) 58
3.1 61.05 (46) 30.90 (0) 51
3.2 63.45 (111) 33.15 (1) 52
3.3 65,85 (23) 35.40 (2) 54
3.4 68.30 (22) 37.65 (1) 55
2.1 70.40 (31) 40.00 (4) 57
2.2 72.65 (55) 42.25 (1) 58
2.3 74.95 (18) 44.50 (0) 59
2.4 77.25 (10) 46.75 (1) 61
1.1 77.80 (9) − −
1.2 80.25 (17) − −
1.3 84.85 (10) − −
Total no. of workers 596 36∗

∗Plus one staff nurse.
Source: HP 2196 G 120.13, documents relating to arbitration.

. For example, the Sullivan Code, the Code of the South African Council of Churches, the
Code of the Consultative Committee on Labour Affairs, and the Fair Labour Code of SA pro-
posed by the TUCSA. The British Code was the result of a series of articles in The Guardian by
Adam Raphael about the starvation wages paid by British companies in South Africa. The
American Sullivan Code was initiated by the American Baptist preacher and labour leader

Silke Neunsinger

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166


multinational companies to implement the same working conditions in South
Africa as at home. They were compromises between economic interests and
moral obligations, legalizing the presence of foreign companies without sanc-
tions. Companies had to draft reports to their national authorities, including
information on wage levels, pay equity, and racial categories of employed
workers. The codes were welcomed by African workers as violations
added to the high visibility of multinational companies and attracted the
attention of international news media. They offered themes for contention
and were used as checklists for unions during negotiations to remind com-
panies of their moral obligations.

The South African government formed a commission under Professor
Nicholas Everhardus Wiehahn to investigate possible reforms to South
Africa’s labour legislation. Although aimed at reforming apartheid, these
reports implied a nascent decline in apartheid and therefore opened up the
possibility of new political opportunity structures in South Africa. The
most prominent and important outcome was the recognition of non-racial
unions, but less well known is the fact that both codes of conduct and the
commission also pushed forward the global concept of equal remuneration
for men and women. In the historiography on attempts to reform or end
labour-market apartheid, the role of women has been entirely neglected, as
has the role of these processes for women. I argue that the inclusion of global
concepts of equal remuneration offered an international frame of reference
that enabled African women in South Africa to put these demands on the
agendas of trade unions.

Leon Sullivan, who later also joined the Board of General Motors. Grace Davie, Poverty
Knowledge in South Africa: A Social History of Human Science, – (New York,
), pp. –; James Sanders, South Africa and the International Media –: A
Struggle for Representation (London, ), pp. –.
. HP AH  A., COSATU living wage campaign.
. Johnny Copelyn described the usefulness of these texts when I interviewed him on 
December , Cape Town. See also Johnny Copelyn, Maverick Insider: A Struggle for
Union Independence in a Time of National Liberation (Johannesburg, ); The Road to
Democracy in South Africa, , p. ff; Holland, “Disinvestment”, pp. , . See also
Davie, Poverty Knowledge, pp. –; MacShane et al., Power!, pp. –. On the role
of the British media in publicizing the starvation wages paid by British companies, see
Sanders, South Africa and the International Media, pp. –.
. See also Alex Lichtenstein, “From Durban to Wiehahn: Black Workers, Employers, and the
State in South Africa during the s”, paper presented at Wits Institute for Social and
Economic Research (WISER), University of the Witwatersrand,  February , cited with
kind permission of the author; United Nations General Assembly Resolution , adopted
on  November . Jacqueline Audrey Kalley et al. (eds), Southern African Political
History: A Chronology of Key Political Events from Independence to Mid- (Westport,
CT, ); Feinstein, An Economic History of South Africa, p. ; Buhlungu, A Paradox of
Victory, p. .
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All the codes urged South African subsidiaries of multinationals to pay fair
wages, including equal remuneration for men and women. They also pushed
for them to de-racialize facilities at work, to introduce equal and fair employ-
ment opportunities, to educate workers on an equal basis, and to promote
African workers into managerial and other senior work categories. In ad-
dition, there were requirements to improve the quality of life for employees
outside of their work environment, in areas of housing, education, and recre-
ation. Further, the companies were urged to recognize non-racial trade
unions and to reduce the hardships and inconveniences of migrant workers.

Equal remuneration for men and women added something specific to
demands for decent wages. All codes demanded equal pay for equal and
comparable work, with reference to ILO Convention No.  and
Recommendation . The EEC Code of Conduct referred, in addition, to
the Treaty of Rome and its narrower definition of equal remuneration as
the same remuneration for the same work. It also included the demand
that qualitative job evaluations be used as a strategy to implement equal
remuneration. By , all multinational companies excepting one British,
Dutch, and German company had accepted the principle of equal pay with
reference to the EEC Code of Conduct.

Equal remuneration was one of the few demands that did not conflict with
racial segregation. The members of the Wiehahn Commission were suspi-
cious of the different codes of conduct and condemned the negative attitude
towards apartheid that permeated the codes of conduct. The codes of con-
duct were a clear violation of the sovereignty of South African industrial rela-
tions, and these violations were criticized by representatives of the apartheid
regime. Even though South Africa had withdrawn from the ILO in , the
members of the commission agreed that several ILO conventions were in
accordance with South African labour legislation, but they could be accepted
only if they did not interfere with the politics of apartheid. ILO
Convention No.  was one of the concepts that did not conflict with
apartheid. The commission recommended that wage differences based on
sex, age, or marital status should be outlawed, and that all laws contrary to
the principle of equal treatment for men and women accepted by the 
Industrial Legislation Commission should be abolished. With reference

. South Africa, Report Wiehahn Commission (Johannesburg, ), Part  Industrial
Relations, p. .
. Holland, “Disinvestment”, p. .
. South Africa, Report Wiehahn Commission, Part  Industrial Relations, p. .
. Ibid., p. , United Nations General Assembly Resolution , adopted on  November
. Kalley et al., Southern African Political History; Feinstein, An Economic History of
South Africa, p. ; Buhlungu, A Paradox of Victory, p. .
. The commission co-operated with the Study Group on Women’s Employment. In her mem-
oir Strikes Have Followed Me All My Life, p. , Emma Mashinini, representative of the
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to a number of international codes, including ILO Convention No.  and
Recommendation , the Commission on Transnational Corporations
adopted by the UN ECOSOC, and the  ILO Tripartite Declaration
on Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy, the commission used inter-
national themes to frame the need to limit wage discrimination against
women. However, compared to the intentions and the scope of the inter-
national concepts of equal remuneration, the introduction of the first equal
pay legislation in South Africa in  applied only to a limited number of
women workers covered by industrial councils and only to minimum
wages.

The codes of conduct, like the Wiehahn Commission, used global concepts
to legitimise the introduction of equal remuneration, but because of their dif-
ferent, almost contradictory, attitudes towards foreign and international
intervention, international themes played out differently. The codes of con-
duct were created with the intention of at least softening labour-market
apartheid, even if not ending it. ILO Convention No. , as well as article
 (now article ) of the Treaty of Rome, referred to equal remuneration
only in terms of gender and for that reason did not pose a threat to apartheid.
The report of the commission and the codes of conduct brought these con-
cepts to South Africa as a frame of reference, although South Africa was not a
member of the organizations that had launched these concepts. The Wiehahn
Commission used these concepts as part of its reform of apartheid, and
although it formally rejected all international interference with the apartheid
system the commission could not stop international interference at all multi-
national companies. This created two different political opportunity struc-
tures that were not available to all workers, for the codes of conduct
applied only to workers at multinationals and until  South African legis-
lation covered only those workers under industrial councils. As the NUTW
did not accept the industrial council system, this implied that the NUTW had
good prospects of winning equal pay struggles only at multinationals, with
reference to the codes of conduct.

NEW MOBILIZATION STRUCTURES

Without doubt, the Wiehahn Commission’s recommendation that non-racial
unions be recognized changed the mobilization structures for African work-
ers by enabling the prospects of winning equal remuneration structures.
According to Sakhela Buhlungu, black unions achieved the most decisive vic-
tories in their struggle for survival in the s, because of the recognition of

Commercial, Catering and Allied Workers Union of South Africa at the Wiehahn Commission,
described the commission as an all-male panel.
. Berger, Threads of Solidarity, p. ff.
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non-racial unions. Spontaneous protests had characterized the non-racial
labour movement since the s, but the problem was to keep organizations
sustainable over time, especially during the s, when several leaders were
imprisoned or banned. I argue that, in addition to these new mobilization
structures, the specific repertoire of protest of the NUTW – a combination
of shop-floor activism and international coalition building – enabled the
union to create a stable mobilization structure that gave members on the
shop floor negotiating power at their workplace and added international visi-
bility that helped to put pressure on employers.
The NUTW was founded during the Durban strikes in , but by the

mid-s it had slowed down its activities because many of its leaders
had been imprisoned or banned. It was registered as a non-racial union
in April  and by  it was among the largest and fastest-growing
unions, with , members, a record of industrial action, and more than
twenty recognition agreements. The NUTW was competing with several
other unions, and during the early s a bitter struggle between unions
in the industry took place over possible new members and recognition agree-
ments. But it worked together with the registered Textile Workers Industrial
Union (TWIU), and for a time Johnny Copelyn was the secretary of both
unions. This helped them in negotiations with the powerful Frame Group.
By the end of the s several mergers had taken place. In , the
NUTW merged with the ACTWUSA and in  the ACTWUSA merged
with the Garment and Allied Workers Union to form the South African
Clothing and Textile Workers’ Union (SACTWU).

The NUTW was also a founding member of FOSATU, the strongest
working-class organization fighting apartheid in the first half of the s,
with more than , members in . Between  and ,
FOSATU’s affiliates focused on the local mobilization of workers under
the political influence of “workerism”, which meant acting outside political
parties. “Workerism” resulted in strong and autonomous industrial mobiliza-
tion structures, with a distinctive bottom-up structure based on assemblies,
shop steward committees, and representative bodies up to the leadership of

. Buhlungu, A Paradox of Victory, p. .
. Copelyn, Maverick Insider.
. See Lichtenstein, “Challenging ‘Umthetho we Femu’”. See also Govender, Love and
Courage, p. ff. on the difficult relationship between different organizers of the textile and gar-
ment workers’ unions. Archiv der Sozialen Demokratie, Bonn [hereafter, AdsD], International
Textile Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation [hereafter, ITGLWF], File on South
African textile, garment, and leather workers’ unions. See also MacShane et al., Power!,
pp. –, .
. Sian Byrne et al., ” Red, Black and Gold: FOSATU, South African ‘Workerism’,
Syndicalism and the Nation”, in Edward Webster and Karin Pampallis (eds), The Unresolved
National Question in South Africa: Left Thought Under Apartheid (Johannesburg, ),
pp. –; Baskin, Striking Back, p. .
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the confederation. It mobilized large groups of women workers and involved
them in the struggle. “Workerism” was rooted in internationalism and local
activism and heavily criticised by the banned “Charterist” South African
Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU), which was allied with the ANC and
the Freedom Charter. The NUTW’s “workerism” was characterized by a
plant-level bargaining strategy, which meant that decisions about wages
were made locally at the factory. The NUTW created local political oppor-
tunity structures, sometimes using strikes and protests to get employers to
the negotiating table. This was a protest against the industrial councils in
South Africa, which were regarded as destructive of trade unionism and
not representative of most workers. The “workerism” of the NUTW
brought together international and local political opportunity structures
and, as early as the s, enabled the union to create and use a translocal
repertoire of protest. During these protests, local activists at a specific
plant in South Africa and activists abroad, which could be either at the inter-
national level or at the mother plant of the company, put pressure on the
multinational company. One of the first examples of this strategic approach
was used in connection with the renegotiation of an earlier recognition agree-
ment at a subsidiary of British Smith & Nephews outside Durban in 
(Figure ). This was regarded as a turning point in union activism. After a
boycott of the company’s liaison committee and following contacts between
the union in South Africa and the British union at the UK plant, the NUTW
managed to use this connection to get publicity at home and abroad for the
situation at the plant in South Africa, which put pressure on the company
until the South African management gave in. Using the union power of
workers working for the same company but at a factory abroad enabled
the NUTW to use this visibility abroad to force multinationals to ignore
the pressure from the South African government. This strategy was used suc-
cessfully in campaigns on a number of issues: in the struggle for recognition,
against retrenchment, and for higher wages – including equal remuneration
for men and women – despite the fact that international coalition building
was a very complicated issue for the non-racial unions.

. Byrne et al., “Red, Black and Gold”, p. ; Buhlungu, A Paradox of Victory, pp. , –,
Tshoaedi, “Roots of Women’s Union Activism”.
. HP AH  G, James North. On FOSATU and plant-level bargaining see MacShane
et al., Power!, pp. –. On plant-level unionism and the NUTW specifically, see
Lichtenstein, “Challenging ‘Umthetho we Femu’”.
. Hemson et al., “White Activists and the Revival”, p. ff, , .
. Lichtenstein, “Challenging ‘Umthetho we Femu’”, p. . Jay Naidoo, later general secretary
of COSATU, worked for some time as organizer for the NUTWand described how he recruited
workers outside the factory gates. Once twenty-five per cent of workers had been signed up, the
union asked the company for access to the plant. Jay Naidoo, Fighting for Justice: A Lifetime for
Political and Social Activism (Johannesburg, ), pp. –; Historical development of the
NUTW, HP AH  G , James North. Clive Thompson, “Strategy and Opportunism:
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The relationship of the South African unions with the International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) and the World Federation of
Trade Unions (WFTU) was problematic but offered resources. FOSATU did
have active links with the ICFTU, mainly because this gave it access to the
more powerful international trade secretariats (ITS) such as the International
Metalworkers’ Federation and the ITGLWF. At the beginning of the
s, the ITGLWF was probably the most experienced ITS when it came to
multinationals, and it was the main partner for the NUTW. The ICFTU

Figure . The NUTW used a translocal repertoire of protest and signed its first recognition
agreement with Smith & Nephew, a British owned company, in . NUTW representatives
Johnny Copelyn (third from left) and Alec Erwin (second from left) signing an agreement
with Dick Payne of the Tongaat Group covering union recognition at Hebox Textiles in .
Photograph by Tony Smith, Durban Historical Papers, Research Archive William Cullen Library,
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, National Union of Textile Workers, inv. nr. AH
/E.

Trade Unions as Agents for Change in South Africa”, in John Niland et al. (eds), The Future of
Industrial Relations: Global Change and Challenges (London, ). The same strategy was
used by other unions. For the CCAWUSA, see Mashinini, Strikes Have Followed Me All My
Life, p. . See also Jonas Sjölander, Ingen enkelriktad väg till frihet (Båstad, ), for the con-
nections between the Swedish Metal Workers’ Federation, SKF, Volvo and Volkswagen, and the
NUMSA.
. L.C.G. Douwes Dekker, “Notes on International Labour Bodies and their Relevance to
South Africa”, South African Labour Bulletin, : (), pp. –; Buhlungu, A Paradox of
Victory, p. f.
. ARAB, Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet, Handlingar rörande Internationalen F:, Address by
General Secretary of the ICFTU John Vanderveken, ITGLWF Fourth World Congress, Tel Aviv,
– October .
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and ITGLWF had access to information frommanagement about the situation
at different plants in South Africa and in the reserves that theNUTWhad been
denied. The ITGLWF covered the costs of specific projects, of legal action,
and the travel expenses of transnational activists who came to South Africa to
support the NUTW. It was the money from the ITGLWF that linked the
NUTWwith the ICFTU. The ITGLWFwas not as rich as other international
trade secretariats, but it could apply for money from the ICFTU’s fund ear-
marked for South Africa and use it for NUTW purposes. In several of the
equal pay cases, the NUTW built translocal coalitions between local activists
and the international activists of the ITGLWF.

THE NUTW CASES OF WAGE DISCRIMINATION

During the s, the NUTW had been successful in creating local oppor-
tunity structures. By  it had recognition agreements with at least twenty
factories before it merged with the ACTWUSA in . For the period 
to , I have found documentation on fifteen cases of wage discrimination
against women in the industry. These are among the twenty-five cases relat-
ing to wages, wage discrimination, and the introduction of a new system for
the categorization of jobs and wages. These cases are concerned with explicit
wage discrimination in the form of different wage rates for men and women
for the same job.
Table  gives an overview of the cases, the period of negotiation, and

whether there was any translocal or international involvement, either
through contacts or when international agreements or codes of conduct
were used as a frame of reference. What do these cases tell us about the strug-
gle for implementation? Not all the cases include enough information for a
qualitative analysis, but a few include extensive documentation. In fourteen
cases, the sources support the conclusion that the most blatant forms of for-
malized wage discrimination had ended by the second half of the s; this
confirms the NUTW wage data and the fact that most European companies
subscribed to the principle of equal pay in accordance with the EEC Code of
Conduct. Only in one case, Prilla Mills, was the outcome not documented.
Here, wage discrimination was reported as late as , and the reports
ended with the breakdown of negotiations in the same year.

. HP AH  H ., International ICFTU Correspondence –, Letter from
ICFTU to NUTW  February  with a list of multinationals including a list of companies
in so-called homeland areas.
. Boycotts and strikes were often supported by the WFTU. See Tracy Carson, Tomorrow It
Could Be You: Strikes and Boycotts in South Africa, – (Oxford [etc.], ), p. ;
ARAB, Beklädnadsarbetareförbundet, Handlingar rörande Internationalen, ITGLWF Fifth
World Congress, , and interview with Alec Erwin.
. HP AH  G, Tongaat Group, including information on Prilla Mills.
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Table . NUTW cases of wage discrimination against women.

Years of negotiation/
Implementation Name of company Agreement Translocal activism Comments

1 1981 Veldspun X Codes of conduct
2 1981–1983 Burhose Estcourt Natal Midlands X Wage gap closed, no

information
3 1981–1983 Gelvenor X
4 1982–1983 David Whitehead (Tongaat group) X To close the wage gap

within one year
5 1983 Industex X
6 1983 James North (British) X Wage gap closed, no

information
7 1983 Smith and Nephews (British) X Contact with British union;

codes of conduct
8 1983 SA Fabrics (British) X ITGLWF; British legislation;

codes of conduct
9 1983–1984 Hebox Mills (Tongaat group) X To close the wage gap

within one year
10 1983–1985 Moii River Textiles (Dutch) X ITGLWF; codes of conduct
11 1983–1985 Falke (German) X ITGLWF; German union;

German anti-apartheid
groups; codes of conduct; SA
legislation

12 Not solved by 1986 Prilla Mills (Tongaat Group) Breakdown of
negotiations

13 1970–1986 Frame X Wage gap closed by 1986
14 1982–1989 Progress Industries Durban X Wage gap closed by 1989
(15) 1987–1988 Bonar Staflex X Legal action

Source: AH 2196 G (factory cases).
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A questionnaire published by the ITGLWF in  showed that South
Africa had implemented equal remuneration before legislation covered all
workers in the textile industry. The wage discrimination cases of the
NUTW confirm that the struggle for equal remuneration took place and
could be successful before legislation came into place. With one exception
(Bonar Staflex), all cases of wage discrimination were taken up by the
union before the new equal pay legislation came into effect in ; most
but not all cases were settled before that date. Nine out of fourteen cases
were settled before the legislation came into force, and five afterwards. In
one case, Hebox Mills, the wage gap was closed in , but the agreement
to close the wage gap within the coming year had been made earlier, in .
This could be an indication for the effectiveness of the  legislation in pre-
venting wage discrimination.
There is some indication that the late implementation in the last five cases

was due to a hostile attitude among the employers towards the union, which
made negotiations difficult or even impossible and prolonged the struggle. In
addition to Prilla Mills, mentioned earlier, the Frame factory was involved in
twenty-five cases of legal action with the NUTW. The two multinationals,
Moii River Textiles and Falke, were violating basic union rights, which was
brought to the attention of the ITGLWF. As regards Bonar Staflex, the appli-
cation to the industrial court was filed in December , by which time the
NUTW had already merged with ACTWUSA. This indicates that until 
the union had to use frames of reference other than national legislation to
convince their opponents.
The cases also confirm that the NUTW systematically targeted multina-

tionals. Among the fourteen successful cases there were, to my knowledge,
at least five multinational companies and in all these cases the union either
used its contacts with foreign unions, the ITGLWF, and foreign anti-
apartheid organizations, or referred to the codes of conduct for companies
with subsidiaries in South Africa.
In another five of the fourteen cases, the wage gap was closed through

ordinary wage negotiations, before the legislation had come into effect. In
these cases, wages were often equalized over a period of one or two years.
Some of the minutes of these negotiations reveal that the discussions about
equal pay were concluded with formulations such as “we all agree on the
principle of equal pay”. This indicates that even though wage discrimination
of women was still legal, there was a widely established acceptance of the
principle of equal pay.
In an additional four cases it remains unclear if and how negotiations

about wage discrimination against women took place. The records simply

. ITGLWF Third World Congress, Vienna, – October , Discussion document on
women, p. .
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indicate that the wage differentials between men and women disappeared, but
there are several possible explanations for this. Either the wage gap was
closed, or men and women were no longer doing the same work, or their
work was no longer categorized as the same work. A common way of keep-
ing women’s wages low, used across the world, was to move these women
workers from gender-specific wage categories to the lowest paid categories
in a new wage structure, often so-called light work categories, while men’s
work was categorized as heavy work. Another recurring problem in the
clothing and textile industry, especially in the South African-owned Frame
Group, which also occurred in one of the NUTW cases, was that women
were replaced by men or machines as soon as agreements about equal pay
had been reached. Employers claimed that women workers were more
expensive because of their sickness- and childcare-related absenteeism.

The fifteen cases indicate that wage equality was taken up before the legal
reform. This could be an indication of the legal effects of the prevention of
the most blatant forms of wage discrimination against women, or it could
be an indication that the union had managed to end wage discrimination
through systematic negotiations. Of approximately twenty companies with
recognition agreements, fourteen discriminated against women workers. In
only six cases did the union use a more militant repertoire of protest. This
might have enabled the union to bring the partners to the negotiating
table, but it required a shift to a less militant strategy during the bargaining
process.

GLOBAL FRAMING OF LOCAL GRIEVANCES

As national legislation did not apply in the case of SA Fabrics and the plant
was owned by a multinational company, the NUTW connected local political
opportunity structures with international opportunity structures and framed
their local grievances globally. Through international coalition building, the
local grievances of the SA Fabrics workers were linked with the ITGLWF,
which supported the case with money and by sending its general secretary
Charles Ford to South Africa as a witness during the arbitration.

According to the former general secretary Johnny Copelyn, SA Fabrics
was rather naive about this arbitration. The company had probably hoped

. Silke Neunsinger, “The Unobtainable Magic of Numbers: Equal Remuneration, the ILO
and the International Trade Union Movement s–s”, in Eileen Boris et al. (eds),
Women’s ILO: Transnational Networks, Global Labour Standards, and Gender Equity, 
to Present (Leiden [etc.], ), pp. –.
. Bird, “Organising Women Workers”, p. .
. Costs of arbitration were about R,, HP AH  G , Letter from Alec Erwin to
Charles Ford,  July . Tarrow, New Transnational Activism, p. .
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it would not have to go to court and had not thought about how easy it
would be for the various activists involved in the conflict to bring in support
from outside South Africa.

Table  indicates an increase in cases where equal remuneration was imple-
mented around . A possible explanation for this could be what at first
glance seemed to be a success in the first equal pay case at SA Fabrics. The
case had received rather high visibility due to its format: it was the first pri-
vate arbitration in South Africa, the ITGLWF introduced new principles in
industrial relations, and an unfortunate outcome was that women workers
lost their jobs after the equalization of wages. The case was used as an
example in the education of women workers by FOSATU and the
Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). It is likely that this
case influenced the future strategy of the NUTW. In a letter to Charles
Ford, the general secretary of the ITGLWF, Alec Erwin emphasized that it
was “vitally important” to introduce the new principles Ford had used dur-
ing the arbitration in industrial relations practice. The case itself was rather
typical for the situation in the textile industry at the beginning of the s:
 per cent of the workforce was African;  per cent Indian;  per cent
white; and  per cent coloured. Wages were low, and because of the rise in
the cost of living at the end of the s real wages at the factory had declined
by . per cent by the end of . When workers discovered at the begin-
ning of  that the increase was  per cent instead of  per cent, a spon-
taneous strike broke out. This was a situation where the NUTW had to
handle the spontaneous militancy typical for this period in order to ensure
negotiations with the employers. The trade union leaders convinced the
workers that bargaining would be more effective than continuing the strike,
and as a result management agreed to a general wage increase to calm the
situation. The union had agreed to deal with details of the increase for
each wage category later. One of the issues was the discrimination against
women workers. Basic wages, attendance bonuses, and family allowances
paid to women were all lower than those paid to men doing the same or simi-
lar work. Management suggested private arbitration, which resulted in a .
per cent increase and three months’ backpay, with an agreement to equalize
basic wages for men and women by July . But shortly after this, the
company started making workers redundant. It is likely that most of the
women lost their jobs due to the equal pay case. According to SA

. Interview with Johnny Copelyn.
. HP AH  G , Letter from Alec Erwin to Charles Ford,  July .
. HP AH  G ., Copelyn’s statement.
. The NUTW organized workers at SA Fabrics during . The strike collapsed in 
when the leaders were detained. HP AH  G–, Background on the Factory.
. HP AH  B...–.., Letter from a shop steward at Rossburgh in Durban in
FOSATU, Women Workers, March , p. . See also Baskin, Striking Back, p. . Baskin
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Fabrics, women were more difficult to place in shift work as they needed
exemptions from the Factory Act. Women were regarded as less useful as
employees because of their liability to take maternity leave, and finally, the
employer argued, women were not the breadwinners in a household and
were therefore not entitled to the full marriage allowances, which varied
with the number of children. Women had recently been employed to
replace men for as little as fifty-one per cent of male wage rate for the
same job (Table ). At this time, the NUTW had no retrenchment agreement
with the company, and even using the “last in, first out” principle would have
cost the women their jobs. Before the redundancies, the company had
employed  men and thirty-seven women (Table ).
Ford, representing the ITGLWF but also an experienced trade unionist

from the UK, reminded the owners about their obligations to British equal
pay legislation, the equal pay paragraph of the Treaty of Rome, and para-
graph  of the ILO’s Tripartite Declaration on Multinational Enterprises
and Social Policy about the elimination of all discrimination, inter alia that
based on sex. And he underlined that this agreement was acknowledged by
multinational companies. But a moral reminder to management would
have an effect only if management were ready to negotiate with the
union. To bring them to the bargaining table after a strike required manage-
ment to have a certain degree of trust in the union. Copelyn navigated skil-
fully between showing that the leaders of the union were in control of the
workers and putting pressure on the management. Similarly, as Ford had
done when comparing the situation at the UK plant with the South
African plant, Copelyn compared the wages at SA Fabrics with the company
that paid the lowest wages in the industry, to show that starting rates at SA
Fabrics were even lower. Ford also invited negotiations; he showed an
understanding of the specific situation for multinational companies when
operating in developing countries where comparable employers did not
exist, but he recommended that the workers be treated as fairly as the political
system allowed. To mitigate the conflict, Ford described the process of end-
ing wage discrimination against women, again with examples from Europe,
as an almost evolutionary process. He pointed to EEC directives as an
example of how to remove discrimination in job classification systems.

The South African case also illustrates how border-crossing activism
needed to navigate between local militancy and international “labour

refers to the COSATU leaflet Women and the Living Wage Campaign (Johannesburg, n.d.),
which shows that the case subsequently became well known.
. HP AH  G , Statement by Johnny Copelyn.
. Bird, “Organising Women Workers”, p. .
. HP AH  G ., Statement Charles Ford.
. HP AH  G ., Statement Johnny Copelyn.
. HP AH  G ., Statement Charles Ford.

Silke Neunsinger

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166


diplomacy”. The activists played different roles: the NUTW representatives
framed their arguments with reference to the South African situation, and
Ford acted as an expert on equal pay legislation in Europe and managed to
shift the topic in a way that displayed British legislation as the most relevant
at the plant in South Africa. Although the ITGLWF was involved in several
of the cases, to my knowledge this was the only case where an ITGLWF rep-
resentative was personally involved on the shop floor in South Africa.

TRANSLOCAL ACTION

The second case concerns Falke Textiles and follows a pattern of local grie-
vances and militant action at the local level similar to that seen in the first
case. The Falke case is typical for the other NUTW cases in that it took
much longer for the union to be recognized, and so longer to establish
local opportunity structures, and this prolonged the outcome of the negotia-
tions. It differs from SA Fabrics in the interaction between local, national,
and international opportunity structures. First, the reform of South
African legislation in  made it applicable to the plant. Secondly, inter-
national coalitions with the ITGLWF were not as important as in the SA
Fabrics case. Despite the attempt of the ITGLWF to connect the NUTW
with the German textile and clothing workers’ union, Gewerkschaft Textil
und Bekleidung (GTB), this did not result in effective coalition building
between the unions. Instead, the structure of action built mainly on a coali-
tion with local West German anti-apartheid groups, which managed to acti-
vate other anti-apartheid groups and a well-known social democratic
politician, who put pressure on the German management. In the Falke
case action was used to create visibility in West Germany. This opened up
an opportunity in the negotiations to raise the question of equal
remuneration.
Falke was a subsidiary of the German company Falke, located in Bellville

near Cape Town. In January , about  African and coloured workers
were employed at the plant, but unfortunately the sources do not include any
information about the numbers of men and women. The two major prob-
lems were recognition of the union and excessively low wages, including
wage discrimination against female workers. Conflicts, including strikes
and legal procedures, are documented as occurring between  and
. The workers had contacted the NUTW in January  for support;

. HP AH  G., Minutes of meeting of Negotiating Committee of NUTW and Franz
Falke held at the factory  March . I have also been in contact with Falke in Germany and
South Africa, but more exact details are not available.
. Stop-order conflicts took place when the employer did not collect union fees from the work-
ers, or when it did collect the union fees but failed to transfer them to the union.

Translocal Activism and Equal Remuneration, – 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000166


Falke responded with extreme hostility and the situation escalated into
strikes. Solving this difficult situation so that negotiations could begin
was vital for the struggle against poverty wages and wage discrimination
against women. Negotiations resumed in the second half of , when man-
agement made its first proposal to increase wages, which included differen-
tiated minimum wages for men and women. The union representative for
the Western Cape Branch, Virginia Engel, rejected this proposal with refer-
ence to the South African legislation and the results of the Wiehahn
Commission. In January , management presented a new proposal
for a general increase of twelve per cent for all employees, but the proposal
still included a difference in the minimum wage for men and for women. The
NUTW refused to sign an agreement that included discrimination against
women workers and referred once more to South African legislation. By
February , the Falke management had promised to make a clear commit-
ment to equalizing wages between men and women. The final agreement,
including equalized wages, was signed at some point during the end of
February or the beginning of March .

This case confirms the thesis that the legal reform of  made it easier to
frame local grievances with reference to South African legislation, which
means connecting it to national opportunity structures. However, the prob-
lem of denied negotiations remained an obstacle to the negotiation of equal
remuneration for men and women. What were the processes and mechanisms
behind the success of this case?
First, the Falke case shows that the local internalization of international

agreements, in this case the EEC Code of Conduct, needed international visi-
bility. In other words, it required a shift in claims from the shop floor in
South Africa to West Germany. The minutes of the local negotiating commit-
tee do not indicate that this happened during negotiations in Bellville. The
EEC Code of Conduct was not referred to explicitly, but its principles
were part of the union’s demands. The union demanded job descriptions
and job evaluations, and access to the statistics on number of workers and

. “NUTW in the Western Cape”, South African Labour Bulletin, : (), p. .
. HP AH  G ., Minutes of the negotiating committee NUTWand FFT,  November
. The available sources do not include all the minutes of the negotiating committee, but they
show that several proposals had been rejected: HP AH  G ., Minutes of the negotiating
committee NUTW and FFT,  December .
. The suggested new starting basic wage was R. for men and R. for women; the sug-
gested basic wages for current employees was R. for men and R. for women.
. HP AH  G ., Minutes of the negotiating committee NUTW and FFT,  December
; HP AH  G ., Minutes of the negotiating committee NUTW and FFT,  January
 and  February . See also HP AH  G ., Recognition and Procedural
Agreements. The agreement included in this file is a copy; it is not signed, but it refers to the
period  January  to  October . No further agreements are included, and no further
wage negotiations are documented for .
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wages, as stipulated in the EEC Code of Conduct. The reports to the
German Gewerkschaft Textil und Bekleidung and to the ITGLWF included
explicit references to the EEC Code of Conduct. Second, the NUTW had
difficulties building coalitions with the German union. Without coalitions, it
was almost impossible to bring the German union on board in the struggle
and to support the claims of the South African workers. The NUTW had
contacted the local branch of the GTB twice and asked explicitly for support
in the struggle for recognition and decent wages, referring to the EEC Code
of Conduct, but without success. The ITGLWF offered a space for inter-
national coalition building and the NUTW used the meetings of the
ITGLWF in Tel Aviv in October  and in Tunis in January  to
speak directly to the president of the GTB, Berthold Keller, who promised
to support the case and contacted Falke’s management in Germany. But
this resulted in a difficult situation, for it placed the Falke management’s
word against the NUTW’s word. Falke rejected all accusations by the
NUTWand informed the German union that all problems had been resolved
by the recognition agreement. This must have disarmed the arguments of
the German union. The contact between the NUTW and the GBT on this
matter seems to have ended here.
Instead, the NUTW got in touch with a German organization involved in

the anti-apartheid struggle, namely the South Africa Scholarship Fund e.V. in
Tübingen (SASF). The contacts were the result of networks between church
organizations in Germany, namely the Kirchlicher Dienst in der Arbeitswelt
(KDA), and South Africa. The correspondence between the NUTW and
these organizations indicates a shift to activism in Germany, which increased
pressure on the South African management. In January , the SASF pub-
lished a report on the situation at Falke in its quarterly magazine, which
added to the visibility of the case in Germany. Robert Kriger of the
SASF, originally from the Western Cape and a friend of Virginia Engel,
wrote to her: “We felt that most German firms only react when some
form of negative publicity regarding their overseas subsidiaries (esp. SA) is

. HP AH  G ., Minutes of the negotiating committee NUTW and FFT,  March
.
. HP AH  G ., Report from NUTW, written by the Western Cape Branch of the
NUTW to Deutsche Gewerkschaft Textil-Bekleidung, undated.
. HP AH  G .–., Correspondence between Berthold Keller and Johnny Copelyn,
 March  and  April .
. HP AH  G.., Letter from Berthold Keller to Johnny Copelyn,  August .
. Correspondence between Robert Kriger and the author,  April .
. According to Kriger, the newsletter had more than , individual subscribers. Through
anti-apartheid groups in Germany, Switzerland, Austria, the Netherlands, and Sweden, church
congregations, trade unions, and Third World groups, it reached more than , readers per
issue. Correspondence between Kriger and the author,  April .
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distributed here.” This strategy was successful. Kriger offered Engel to help
build coalitions between the German and the South African workers and to
put pressure on both the management and the German union. According to
Kriger, Falke and the GTB were “bombarded with hundreds of letters and
petitions”; the German-speaking women’s organization Frauen für
Südafrika, with members in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, threatened
to put Falke products on their boycott list. Heide Simonis, a member of
the German parliament who visited the plant in South Africa at the sugges-
tion of the SASF, confronted Falke’s management in Germany and lambasted
the GTB for its inaction in the matter. The SASF contacted the manager at
Falke’s German headquarters, Franz-Otto Falke, who responded only after
the agreement had been reached in March , to say that the demands
had been met by the management, a formal recognition agreement had
been signed, and “a positive, formal working relationship” had been estab-
lished between management and the union.

The lack of sources from the Falke management makes it difficult to prove
the direct influence of the activity in Germany on the decision of the Falke
management to finally sign a wage agreement. But the visibility initiated
through the activities of the SASF makes it very likely that the pressure on
the German management opened opportunity space in Bellville and enabled
local activists to include the demand for equal remuneration in this space.
Coalition building with unions in Germany proved more difficult, but this
was compensated for by the networks of churches that could reach both
workers and organizations at the local level. In addition, as in the SA
Fabrics case, international coalition building included access to monetary
resources: the SASF donated almost R, to the Western Cape branch,
and more money was to come.

NATIONAL REPERCUSS IONS OF LOCAL STRUGGLES

There are reasons to believe that the legal reforms in  ended the most
blatant forms of wage discrimination in the textile industry, but the wage dif-
ferentials between workers in rural and urban areas remained a challenge. In
some of the equal remuneration cases, employers reacted to the equalization
of wages by changing existing wage categories and by moving women into
“light industrial work categories” and men into “heavy industrial wage cat-
egories” to justify lower wages for women. This form of wage discrimination
was more difficult to detect compared with separate wage categories for men

. HP AH  G ., Letter from Robert Kriger to Virginia Engel,  May .
. Correspondence between Kriger and the author,  April .
. Ibid.
. HP AH  G ., Letter from Robert Kriger to Virginia Engel,  May .
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and women with different rates. Charles Tilly has described job categories,
the demarcation of jobs, the ranking of jobs, power over categorical differen-
tials, and the recruitment of new employees as “organizational junctions”
that generate inequality. The NUTW started to handle this problem sys-
tematically around the mid-s, when membership was growing and it
became relevant to develop a strategy for the entire industry. The strategy
was the result of experiences from wage negotiations in general and, as I
argue, the recommendations to implement equal remuneration specifically.
This was a shift from a local to a national strategy, which grew out of the
necessity to gain access to wage data at the plant level.
Wage statistics constitute an important power resource, available almost

exclusively to employers. The unions’ lack of access to them gave employers
an advantage during negotiations. From the s, international bodies such
as the ICFTU, the ILO, and the EEC recommended mapping wages and
wage categories by means of job descriptions and job evaluations. Ford
had referred to this in his statement during the arbitration, and the
NUTW had requested details of pay rates or job categories with reference
to the EEC Code of Conduct after Falke’s management had denied them
this information for months. This was not a problem specific to the
Falke plant – it was widespread in the textile industry and a general problem
in South Africa.

Some activists saw the job evaluation system as a tool of employers, but
others saw it as a chance for workers to influence the design and content
of these categories. The NUTW worked systematically to influence the
design. In most of the twenty-five NUTW cases concerned with wage nego-
tiations, the files include wage slips from workers; these were used to assem-
ble existing wage categories and wage data. But it turned out to be difficult to
compare the available data and therefore, in agreement with the employers,
the union tried to change the grading system. In some cases the NUTW
had to renegotiate existing job-grading systems and make them fit into the
NUTW system. The most common job evaluation system in South Africa
was the Paterson system, which based the grading of jobs purely on the
level of decision making that was part of the job. This resulted in six

. Bird, “Organising Women Workers”.
. Charles Tilly, Durable Inequality (Berkeley, CA, ), p. .
. Neunsinger, “The Unobtainable Magic of Numbers”, pp. –.
. HP AH  G ., Minutes of the negotiating committee NUTWand FFT,  March and
 October .
. Jacques Perold, “The Historical and Contemporary Use of Job Evaluation in South Africa”,
South African Labour Bulletin, : (), pp. –.
. Bob Cowan, “Is Job Evaluation Scientific?”, South African Labour Bulletin, : (),
pp. –.
. HP AH  G.., Letter from Johnny Copelyn to the directors of Moii River Textiles,
 March . See also HP AH  G , Gelvenor.
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bands, where manual workers were placed in the lowest bands. These bands
were then subdivided into more categories. In most cases management intro-
duced the system without any union influence. Although it was declared to
be a means to describe the job content only, the evaluation structure also
determined the wage structure. The results of these changes of categories
enabled the NUTW to gain a more systematic overview of wage categories,
job descriptions, and job evaluations across the textile industry. This system
made it more likely that latent wage discrimination against women could be
detected, and it helped to demonstrate the wage inequalities between plants in
and outside the reserves.

The collection of data and the introduction of a low-scale job-grading sys-
tem had a second purpose: to keep the number of divisions between workers
as low as possible. A high number of different wage categories indicates a
substantial division of workers that can be used to create wage differentials.
Detailed categories are helpful in mapping inequalities because they add to
the visibility of inequality, but to end categorical inequality it is important
to keep the number of categories low. The NUTW introduced a system
that consisted of a maximum of five job grades across the whole textile indus-
try. This was an effective way to abolish the ninety or even more
wage-grading-category systems, including gendered wage categories.
Internalized from foreign and international agreements and recommenda-

tions at the local level, the NUTW developed a national strategy that
advanced the struggle against labour-market apartheid by adding visibility
to different types of wage inequality and by aiming to minimize the division
of workers for general wage justice. This shift towards a more technocratic
and academic approach enabled the NUTW to make the wage structure
more transparent. It reduced the number of divisions in categories of work
and thereby also among groups of workers in rural and urban areas. This
still left open the possibility of biased categories, but having fewer categories
meant they were easier to compare and made it easier to detect inequalities.

CONCLUSION

The concept of equal remuneration has been successful in changing national
legislation worldwide, but there has been less success in implementing the

. Baskin, Striking Back, p. ; Perold, “Historical and Contemporary Use of Job
Evaluation”; Len Le Roux, “A Guide to Job Evaluation Systems Used in South Africa”,
South African Labour Bulletin, : (), pp. –.
. New technology was useful. In the case of SA Fabrics, the NUTW had systematically col-
lected wage data to create a national textile industry wage database with their first computer. HP
AH G .., Reports on Franz Falke Textiles; HPAH G , SAFWages –.
. HP AH  G .–G. ., Frame Group.
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necessary legislation on a global scale. In South Africa’s textile industry,
implementation predated legislation during the s. The resistance to
apartheid and the embedded struggles against higher wages created political
opportunity structures at different levels of scale and enabled the NUTW to
systematically and successfully demand equal remuneration before legislation
came into place and before COSATU and NUMSA launched their major
campaigns in the second half of the s.
To compensate for the lack of adequate national legislation covering all

workers, union activists in South Africa connected local opportunity struc-
tures with foreign and international opportunity structures until national
legislation changed and became applicable to all workers. South Africa had
attracted multinational companies owing to its low production costs as a
result of labour-market apartheid. At the same time, due to the international
monitoring of the apartheid regime, these companies were often bound to
national and international agreements that obliged them to treat their work-
ers in South Africa in the same way as at home.
The struggle against apartheid had mobilized a large militant female work-

force in the textile industry which stood behind the systematic elimination of
the most blatant forms of wage discrimination against women in the industry.
They had mobilized workers to fight for local political opportunity structures
in the form of recognition agreements between employers and the NUTW.
Through a connection of local opportunity structures with foreign or inter-
national opportunity structures, it became possible to refer to legislation in
the company’s country of origin and to the international agreements signed
by the country of origin. South African activists depended therefore on inter-
national coalition building, and sometimes activism needed to be shifted from
the shop floor in South Africa to other countries. International and trans-
national coalition building made foreign and international concepts of equal
remuneration available to women-worker activists on the shop floor of multi-
national plants in South Africa, before legislation became applicable to a larger
proportion of workers in other plants as well. However, without the local
activism of the union in South Africa these concepts remained toothless.
SouthAfrican workers had to initiate the connections either through represen-
tatives of international trade secretariats or through union activists either in the
company’s country of origin or by local activists at the mother plant of the
transnational activists. These connections illustrate at the same time the limita-
tions of translocal action. Pressure on foreign companies was most effectively
applied by foreign activists on their employers at home not to follow South
African legislation. Once South African equal pay legislation covered all
workers, the union turned to national opportunity structures instead and
referred directly to South African legislation.
When unions started to analyse the more hidden forms of wage discrimi-

nation against women, they used new methods of mapping wage equalities
recommended for the elimination of gendered wage gaps. And although
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these methods did have their problems, they have contributed to the trans-
parency of wage structures and to advancing the struggle for wage equity
in general across the entire industry. This implies that the struggle among
women workers advanced the situation of all workers. It is therefore impor-
tant to look at different levels of scale and at the connections and entangle-
ments between them in order to make women’s activism visible, and this
invites us to study the impact of their activism on the situation of all workers.
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Silke Neunsinger. Activisme translocal et la mise en œuvre de la rémunération égale
pour les hommes et les femmes: le cas de l’industrie textile en Afrique du Sud, -.

***La lutte des ouvrières a été très négligée dans l’historiographie des syndicats en
Afrique du Sud durant l’apartheid. Cet article analyse les stratégies du National
Union of Textile Workers (NUTW) pour mettre fin à la discrimination salariale à l’en-
contre des femmes en tant que volet de la lutte contre les salaires de pauvreté dans
l’industrie textile sud-africaine pendant les dernières années de l’apartheid, d’environ
 à . La première législation sudafricaine sur l’égalité salariale est entrée en
vigueur en , couvrant les salaires minimums d’effectifs seulement restreints de
main d’œuvre; ce n’est qu’en  que la législation a fixé des salaires minimums
pour tous les ouvriers. Avant la réforme de la loi, de nouvelles opportunités politiques
intérieures et étrangères ont aidé le NUTW à créer de nouvelles structures de mobili-
sation, et ont offert des possibilités de relier des niveaux d’échelle et de rendre l’action
locale visible à l’intérieur et à l’étranger. L’encadrement global de l’égalité salariale,
combiné avec un répertoire translocal, a servi dans le cas de sociétés multinationales
à établir des relations pertinentes entre des niveaux d’échelle (internationaux, transna-
tionaux, nationaux et locaux) pour augmenter la visibilité des violations. Après la
réforme de la législation du travail en Afrique du Sud, le syndicat a fait référence à
la législation intérieure, mais l’activisme translocal a gardé son importance en amenant
des entreprises étrangères à la table de négociation locale. S’inspirant de ces cas, le
NUTWa élaboré une stratégie nationale pour rendre la fixation des salaires plus trans-
parente dans l’ensemble du secteur industriel; ce qui a ajouté à la visibilité de toutes les
formes de discrimination salariale.

Traduction: Christine Plard

Silke Neunsinger. Translokaler Aktivismus und die Umsetzung des Prinzips gleicher
Entlohnung von Männern und Frauen: der Fall der südafrikanischen Textilindustrie,
–.

Der Kampf der Arbeiterinnen ist in der Geschichtsschreibung über die
südafrikanischen Gewerkschaften der Apartheid-Ära weitgehend unberücksichtigt
geblieben. Der Beitrag untersucht die Strategien, mittels derer die National Union
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of Textile Workers (NUTW) der Lohndiskriminierung von Frauen ein Ende zu set-
zen versucht hat; dies geschah im Rahmen des Kampfes gegen Armutslöhne in der
südafrikanischen Textilindustrie, wie er während der letzten Jahre der Apartheid,
von etwa  bis , geführt wurde. Das erste südafrikanische Gesetz zur gleichen
Entlohnung von Männern und Frauen trat  in Kraft und betraf lediglich die
Mindestlöhne eines kleinen Teils der arbeitenden Bevölkerung. Erst  wurden
Mindestlöhne für alle Arbeiter und Arbeiterinnen gesetzlich festgelegt. Vor dieser
Gesetzesreform waren es neue innen- und außenpolitische Gelegenheiten, die es der
NUTW erlaubten, neue Mobilisierungsstrukturen zu entwickeln und Möglichkeiten
boten, verschiedene Größenordnungen zu verbinden, um die Sichtbarkeit lokaler
Aktionen sowohl im In- als auch im Ausland zu gewährleisten. Die Einordnung der
Frage der Lohngleichheit in einen globalen Kontext wurde mit einem translokalen
Repertoire kombiniert, um relevante Verbindungen zwischen den verschiedenen
Größenordnungen herzustellen, auf denen multinationale Konzerne agieren (inter-
national, transnational, national und lokal); so konnten Verstöße besser sichtbar
gemacht werden. Nach der Reform des Arbeitsrechts in Südafrika konnte sich die
Gewerkschaft zwar auf die veränderte südafrikanische Rechtslage beziehen, doch
spielte translokaler Aktivismus weiterhin eine wichtige Rolle bei den Bemühungen,
ausländische Unternehmen an den Verhandlungstisch zu bringen. Auf solchen
Fällen aufbauend entwickelte die NUTWeine landesweite Strategie, um in der gesam-
ten Branche für mehr Transparenz bei der Lohnfindung zu sorgen. Das war ein
Beitrag zur verstärkten Sichtbarkeit aller Formen von systematische rassische
Lohndiskriminierung in der gesamten Branche.

Übersetzung: Max Henninger

Silke Neunsinger. El activismo translocal y la implementación de la remuneración
equitativa para hombres y mujeres: el caso de la industria textile en Sudáfrica,
-.

La lucha de las mujeres trabajadoras ha sido principalmente ignorada en la
historiografía del sindicalismo en Sudáfrica durante la época del apartheid. En este
artículo vamos a analizar las estrategias del Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores
Textiles (National Union of Textile Workers-NUTW) con el objetivo de acabar con
la discriminación salarial de las mujeres como parte de la lucha contra los salarios
de pobreza en la industria textil sudafricana a lo largo de los últimos años del
régimen del apartheid entre  y . La primera legislación sobre la
equiparación salarial aprobada en Sudáfrica entró en vigor en , dando cobertura
con el salario mínimo a un reducido grupo de trabajadores. No sería hasta 
cuando la legislación estableció un salario mínimo extensivo para todos los trabaja-
dores. Con anterioridad a esta reforma legal se dieron nuevas oportunidades
políticas internas y externas que permitieron a la NUTW crear unas estructuras de
movilización renovadas, ofrecieron la posibilidad de conectar los distintos niveles
de actuación y preparar acciones locales visibles tanto dentro como fuera del país.
El marco global de la equiparación salarial se combinó con un repertorio translocal
y se aplicó a acciones sobre compañías multinacionales para establecer conexiones
relevantes entre los diferentes niveles de impacto (internacional, transnacional,
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nacional y local) añadiendo un factor de visibilización de las irregularidades. Tras la
reforma de la legislación laboral sudafricana, el sindicato haría referencia a la
legislación doméstica, pero el activismo translocal siguió siendo importante al forzar
a las compañías extranjeras a una mesa de negociación local. Sobre estos casos la
NUTW desarrolló una estrategia nacional para alcanzar unos salarios más transpa-
rentes en los diferentes sectores industriales y añadió factores que hacían visible
cualquier forma de discriminación salarial.

Traducción: Vicent Sanz Rozalén
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