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1. Introduction 

Since 1990, civil society actors have become increasingly important in providing guidance on 
issues of a transnational nature.1 Developmental activists, gender advocates, 
environmentalists, human rights watchdogs, groups of indigenous people and even drug 
syndicates, are helping to define interests that were once considered the exclusive domain of 
the state. Renewed interest in, and concern for civil society is often attributed to the process of 
globalisation. 
 
However, since the concept of globalisation defies precise definition, it is necessary to set 
boundaries when dealing with this concept. Two conceptions of globalisation are offered here. 
Firstly, globalisation is defined as the economic, cultural, political and technological 
processes which generate a multiplicity of linkages and interconnections between states and 
societies which make up the modern world system (Held and McGrew, 1993) Of concern here 
is the multiplicity of linkages and interconnections between societies that have contributed to 
expanding the political and social space in which civil society actors could develop (Cox, 
1999).  
 
These independent organisations of protest grew as a result of the political space that opened 
up as a result of globalisation. In this context, globalisation entails ‘deterritorialisation’- a 
reconfiguration of social space. According to Jan Aardt Scholte:  
 

In a territorial world, people normally have most of their interactions and 
affiliations with others who share the same territorial space. The novelty of 
globalisation allows for a proliferation of social connections that are at least 
partly- and often quite substantially- detached from a territorial logic (2000:47). 

 
This allows for the expansion of political and social space in which civil society could 
develop. The economic and social choices that globalisation entails for national governments 
also have enormous implications for civil society organisations and formations. They could 
potentially serve as a critical rallying point in strengthening regional civil society networks 
since they force these organisations to make choices. Yet Peter Vale (Centre for Southern 
African Studies, University of the Western Cape) expresses pessimism about the ability of 
civil society to establish these types of regional linkages, ostensibly because: “there is, in the 
region, not a strong tradition of volunteerism…”. He does, however, see opportunities for 
civil society to: “think outside of the statist frame… by organising around issues such as 
water.”2 
 
In the above-mentioned scenario, individuals are accorded the opportunity to interact with the 
wider region and the rest of the world as a means of advancing economic and political goals. 
Indeed, Blaauw and Bischoff (2001) contend that in the case of Southern Africa this makes it 
possible for the insertion of regional communities. 3 The authors propose that what is best for 
Southern Africa is to develop “A regional policy framework to address the consequences of 

                                                 
1  There is no shortage of definitions of civil society, Gramsci, Hegel and many others have written volumes 

on the subject. However, there is general agreement that civil society embodies that space between 
constituted authority and the household. 

2  Peter Vale, personal communication, 20/11/2002. 
3  Southern Africa in this instance denotes the 14 member states of the Southern African Development 

Community (SADC). These are Angola, Botswana, Democratic Republic of Congo, Lesotho, Malawi, 
Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 



  

these trends, of reduced loyalty region-wide, [which] includes refocusing on a commitment to 
democracy, development, building loyalty in the context of regional cooperation…” 
(2000:56). Reduced loyalties on a national level are brought about by the demands of 
globalisation to roll back the state.   
 
Yet, other authors, like David Held et al (1990), contend that globalisation did not bring about 
the end of the state. To him, globalisation has encouraged a more activist state. Accordingly, 
the power of national governments is not necessarily diminished by globalisation. It is being 
reconstituted and restructured in response to the growing complexity of processes of 
governance in a more interconnected world. Arguably, this attempt to ‘bring the state back 
in’, results in a process of re-territorialisation. Migdal (1988) concludes that because of the 
unevenness of the process of globalisation, it is to be expected that ‘weak’ states will have 
less means to hold globalisation at bay, while ‘strong’ states may be more able to mitigate its 
effects. 
 
It is because of the unevenness of the process that a strong case can be made that it contains 
the dialectic of inclusion and exclusion. As such, it establishes a hierarchy – an ordering of 
power and a division of labour. This in turn creates a continuous process of upward and 
downward movement, which reinforces the dialectic of inclusion and exclusion. This dialectic 
is made more pronounced by what Richard Sandbrook (2000) terms pragmatic neo-liberalism, 
which posits that: “…the state assumes responsibility for providing minimally adequate safety 
nets for those individuals who cannot market themselves effectively” (2000:1070). This, 
Sandbrook claims “… purveys a false promise to the poor and socially excluded” (ibid:1071). 
It is the false hope that globalisation purveys that gives rise to resistance from social forces. 
 
Indeed, this new global reconfiguration, which compels governments to become more 
responsive to financial markets than the needs of their poor citizens, has met with resistance 
from social forces – ostensibly because of the dialectic of inclusion and exclusion. It has 
fragmented labour and excluded large parts of civil society from the development discourse. 
This in turn has fuelled calls for a new developmental coherence that includes the poor and 
socially excluded. 
 
The debate about the transformative potential of any society seeks to answer the question of 
how the economy, state and society should be organised. This question “… invites us to 
consider the role of political power in the creation and functioning of markets” (Tsie, 
2001:115). This is because the state, civil society and the modern global economy are 
organically linked. It is thus not surprising that international norms are reconstituting the 
relationship between state and civil society in the modern global economy (Cortell and Davis, 
2000). For civil society, the implications are that local struggles are increasingly being 
internationalised, specifically around issue-networks.   
 
It is critical to note that even around issue-networks such as the anti-debt campaign, deep 
divides exist between Northern and Southern hemisphere societal actors. Greenberg and 
Munnik illustrate how the anti-debt campaign reflects this divide between Northern and 
Southern hemisphere societal actors, by charging that “The anti-debt campaign has revealed 
deep strategic splits, with the South radicalising its demands from debt forgiveness to 
repudiation and reparations and the North sometimes prepared to accept compromises that 
will not changed the fundamentals” (2001:74). This indicates a level of contestation between 
the different social forces of civil society. 
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Hence, we should not uncritically celebrate resistance by the global social movement. In our 
search for an inclusive developmental world order, it is critical to remember that the global 
social movement can only succeed if “… it can be shaped by and draw strength from local 
struggles against the effects of the current economic system and for an alternative future” 
(Greenberg and Munnik, 2001:72). In South Africa, for instance, the establishment of the 
Anti-Privatisation Forum was a direct consequence of the establishment of similar forums 
elsewhere. Another example is the suggestion to boycott World Bank (WB) bonds. This 
initiative was started in San Francisco, USA, and has drawn in churches, NGOs, unions and 
universities. The academic community at Wits University is now under pressure to join this 
boycott (Mail and Guardian, December 7 to 13, 2001).   
 
By similar extension, our search for a new developmental coherence in Southern Africa must 
be premised on certain objectives. What needs to be done is to:  
 
• locate the regional linkages between social forces within member states; and 

• ascertain the transnational linkages between society based actors in South Africa and other 
Southern African countries. 

 
Critical theory, as a framework of analysis, incorporates the mutual effects between social 
forces, states, and world orders, and can thus play a crucial role in our investigation.  
 
 
2. Critical Coxian Theory: The Search for an Alternative World Order 

Critical theory firstly seeks to explain how the present order came about, and secondly, 
attempts to seek an alternative order to the existing one (Cox, 1981, 1996). Cox posits that 
state-society relations are to be located in “…historically constituted frameworks or structures 
within which economic and political activity take place” (1996:32). In this trajectory, the 
relationship between individuals and institutions – specifically state institutions – is critical. 
Because of the dynamism of state-society relations, critical theory must “…continually adjust 
its concepts to the changing object it seeks to understand and explain” (1981:129). In an 
increasingly globalised economy, the role of the state is continually being interrogated. This is 
necessary, since the legitimacy of political authority encroaches on the political and social 
space in which civil society can develop and expand. 
 
The unbridled operation of market forces on a global scale is said to be impacting profoundly 
on state authority. Indeed, Susan Strange asserts that “… the authority of all states, large and 
small, weak and strong, has been weakened as a result of the integration of national 
economies into one single global market economy” (1996:14). It is important, in the case of 
Southern Africa, to probe what forces and what specific areas of state activity have 
contributed to this. This is because different inter-subjective meanings produce different 
perceptions in social groups about “…both the nature and the legitimacy of prevailing power 
relations…” (Cox, 1981:136). This has the ability to create deep divides among societal 
actors, with implications for societal transformation on a regional level. This divide continues 
to be a defining feature of those aspects of society that help to maintain the hegemony of 
social forces related to production. In Southern Africa, corporate consciousness, manifested in 



  

the behaviour of the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), seems to make a 
substantial contribution to maintaining the hegemony of social forces related to production4. 
 
Writing at the turn of the millennium, Robert Cox (1999) pessimistically observes that the gap 
between rich and poor is increasing. In view of reduced prospects for fundamental change, 
Cox notes that civil society is increasingly being looked on as the source for alternative and 
more equitable forms of society – the motivational force for change. This seems to confirm 
the postulate by Theda Skocpol (1979) and Fred Halliday (1994) that change in the 
international system does not simply revolve around states, but frequently occurs in the form 
of social revolutions from below over which states may have little control. 
 
What gives impetus to a social revolution from below is the unevenness of globalisation and 
the dialectic of inclusion and exclusion that it brings about. In a world context in which there 
is a rise in globalised market forces, the role of the state as an economic provider has 
diminished. This has led to a situation where mass economic and social needs not addressed 
by market forces have become more urgent than ever. This reduced or gate-keeping role of 
the state allows space for civil society to develop and expand (Blaauw and Bischoff, 2001).  
 
Cox illustrates the latter succinctly by positing that “New independent organizations of protest 
grew into the political space that was opened by the disruption and uncertainty of political 
authority” (1999:8-9). Reflecting on the new century, Cox maintains that the quest for a new 
social order, or what he terms ‘civilization’ can best be understood as a: “… fit between 
material conditions of life and intersubjective meanings” (2001:215-234). This understanding 
of civilisation makes the political or social economy the most promising arena for change and 
development. For as Cox reminds us, “the social economy is precisely the area in which 
different forms of human organization, including language and the concepts that make human 
organization intelligible, mesh with technologies and material resources to create viable 
human communities” (2001:224). Arguably this has a bearing on the future structure of world 
order.  
 
Cox posits that “… the issue for the future structure of world order had become universal 
globalization from above versus alternative paths of economic, social and cultural 
development…” (2001:225). Civil society is arguably the force that develops the alternative 
inter-subjective content of civilizations. Yet, the transformative potential of civil society can 
only be fully unleashed if there is “Mutual support in promoting social equity, reversing the 
current trend towards social polarization” (2001:231). 
 
Finally, in the Coxian tradition, and indeed from a critical theory perspective, the need to 
radically transform as opposed to simply reform society is contingent on the conception of 

                                                 
4  Corporate consciousness results in a particular group only protecting their own interests. This statement is of 

particular significance to COSATU. Dale McKinley, a freelance researcher, argues that “Despite shows of 
worker power and militant statements directed against the consequences of South African capitalism, a 
larger portion of the leadership of COSATU (and its affiliates) are in danger of becoming cheerleaders of the 
‘capitalism with a human face’ club. More frequently arguments about the ‘hegemony of capitalism’, ‘new 
global realities’ and the need for social compact politics (witness COSATU’s recent alliance with the doyen 
of corporatist unionism – the Australian Congress of Trade Unions) indicate a trajectory in which unions 
must fundamentally alter their strategic vision in order to remain ‘relevant’ (Mail and Guardian, May 2 to 
June 1, 2000). While it is important, in the Coxian tradition, to establish linkages with trans-national social 
forces, this type of alliance has profound implications for countering the neo-liberal strategy the South 
African government is pursuing. Indeed, in terms of this configuration, it signifies how COSATU as a social 
force is incorporated within this particular world order. 
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civil society as a ‘bottom-up’ or ‘top-down’ approach. For Cox, the potentially emancipatory 
or transformative potential of civil society is to be located in the ‘bottom-up’ approach, which 
he defines as, the “…realm in which those who are disadvantaged by globalization of the 
world economy can mount their protest and seek alternatives” (1999:10). 
 
Evolving social practices that manifest themselves in the nascent global social movement 
arguably bear testimony to this. On the other hand, those who simply seek to reform society 
will invariably invoke the ‘top-down’ approach in which “… states and corporate interests 
influence the development of this current version of civil society towards making it an agency 
for stabilizing the social and political status quo” (ibid:11). By and large, both these 
approaches are at play in Southern Africa, with serious implications for the evolution of a new 
developmental coherence and, as such, a developed regional civil society in the region. 
 
 
3. Implications for Southern African Regional Analysis 

Critical theory posits that historical structures have important implications for the 
transformative potential of any social order. In this trajectory, ideas, capabilities and 
institutions play equally important roles. To counteract the negative consequences of the 
dialectic of exclusion and inclusion that accompanies globalisation, it is fundamental that we 
look at the role of both social forces and the state in the search for a new developmental 
coherence in Southern Africa. The contention here is that a regional civil society can best be 
built outside state structures. Yet, the relationship between social forces and both capital and 
the state, influences trans-border linkages that have been established in the region. This is true 
for both trade unions and non-governmental organisations (NGOs).  
 
A point of departure is to determine the trans-border linkages that social forces have 
established in the region and how they relate to both the state and capital. By looking at trade 
unions and NGOs, we will be able to determine the transformative potential of the social 
order in Southern Africa, and whether the seed for a new developmental coherence has been 
planted.  
 
 3.1 Trade Unions 

The processes of globalism and regionalism have also impacted profoundly on labour 
markets, and have resulted in the crystallisation of a new essence for trade unions 
worldwide. Significantly, these pressures are leading to greater involvement of unionists 
in international issues.5 These processes and pressures require the restructuring of the 
production process, with consequences for the labour force. Cox charges that this process 
of restructuring divides the world’s producers into three categories. “At the top is a core 
workforce of highly skilled people integrated into the management process. These people 
take the decisions about what is produced and where and by whom.” The second level is 

                                                 
5  The emergence of the Southern Initiative on Globalisation and Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR), a network of 

trade unions from countries such as Australia, Brazil, India, Indonesia, Korea and South Africa, points to the 
need for a more internationally co-ordinated labour movement. South Africa’s COSATU joined SIGTUR at 
the suggestion of SATUCC (Webster and Mosoetsa; 2001). Yet social forces, in the Coxian language, are 
also related to specific modes of production. As was pointed out earlier, the alliance between COSATU and 
the Australian trade union need to be interrogated. Pertinent among other question is: Is will this alliance 
bring “… the interests of the leading class into harmony with those of subordinate classes and incorporate 
these other interests into an ideology expressed in universalist terms” (Cox, 1983:168). As a result, the 
hegemony of the dominant social forces is maintained through consensus. It is crucial to probe the logic 
behind the alliance, since hegemonic world orders are not only established at the level of inter-state systems. 



  

constituted of precarious workers “… (1999:9) whose numbers vary with levels of 
demand for products. … They are located where business is offered the lowest costs, the 
greatest flexibility in the use of labour, i.e. the least protection of workers’ rights in jobs; 
and the weakest environmental controls. “The third level comprises those people who are 
excluded from international production. They include the unemployed and many small 
low-technology enterprises in the richer countries and a large part of the marginalised 
population in poor countries” (1999:9). Arguably, therefore, the restructuring of the 
production process in Southern Africa will have far-reaching implications for the trade 
union movement. This is because trade unions were at the forefront of the liberation 
struggles waged throughout the region.   
 
Indeed, at independence most trade unions in the region were too closely associated with 
the political parties that became the governments in their respective countries. This was 
the case in Namibia, where the National Union of Namibian Workers (NUNW) is still 
affiliated to the South West African People’s Organisation (SWAPO). A similar scenario 
was found in Zimbabwe. In countries like Malawi, Mozambique and Tanzania, 
governments controlled the unions. In fact, governments in post-independent Botswana6, 
Malawi and Mozambique spearheaded the establishment of unions in those countries. 
 
Belling refers to these alliance patterns as semi-controlled situations in which “… the state 
maintains some degree of control and supervision over trade unionism.” (1968:84). In 
both apartheid and democratic South Africa, COSATU is allied to the African National 
Congress (ANC). In Zambia the present government had strong ties with the trade union 
until recently. In fact, it can be argued that the trade union contributed significantly to the 
formation of the present Zambian government. In this sense, the core concern of trade 
unions in Southern Africa during the 1980s was to render support for the liberation 
movements of the region. 
 
However, trade unions in the region were also concerned with influencing decisions of 
workers at regional level. This prompted the establishment of the Southern African Trade 
Union Co-ordinating Conference (SATUCC) in 1983.7 At formation, SATUCC members 
all supported the political liberation struggle in Namibia and political democratisation in 
South Africa. Recently, the alliance-versus-autonomy debate has become a core political 
question for SATUCC. 
 
The outcome of this debate, according to Cox (1996), depends on the historically 
constituted framework within which political activity takes place. This debate or divide is 
still an enduring legacy today, with some unions, notably in Namibia and South Africa, 
still in close alliance with their ruling parties. Yet, in South Africa, the labour movement 
is in constant contestation with government over, amongst others, the privatisation issue. 
In other countries, like Swaziland and Zimbabwe, trade union movements are effectively 
challenging “… the legitimacy of prevailing power relations” (Cox, 1981:136). For 

                                                 
6  Liv Tørres (1998) claims that in the case of Botswana, the government established a trade union federation 

to conform to International Labour Organisation (ILO) requirements. 
7  The proposal to form SATUCC was tabled at a conference of the ILO and the Organisation for African 

Trade Union Unity that took place in Geneva, Switzerland in 1982.  Nine national union federations from 
Angola, Botswana, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe were 
present when SATUCC was constituted. Interestingly, the formation of SATUCC coincided with the 
establishment of SADC. In 2001, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Mauritius were not 
members of SATUCC (Mail and Guardian, December 7-13, 2001). 
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SATUCC, this dichotomy of alliances “… makes it difficult to reach consensus, because 
political questions are determined by national situations”.8 
 
The situation in both Swaziland and Zimbabwe offers the possibility to refute Eddie 
Webster’s claim that “unions have not really been able to establish their roles as 
autonomous actors.”9. Indeed, the possibility of transformation, in the Coxian sense, is 
heightened by the tension trade unions are experiencing in Botswana, Mozambique and 
South Africa, in their search for autonomy.10 This scenario of alliance versus autonomy 
highlights the difficulty SATUCC must overcome if it is to be the driving force behind a 
new developmental coherence embracing trade unions. 
 
The late 1980s and the 1990s, a period of economic and political liberalisation in Southern 
Africa, provided a partial resolution to the question of alliance versus autonomy. The 
dramatic change in economic and political circumstances in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
precipitated changes in union-government relations. Catalytic events such as the political 
change that engulfed the region and Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) required 
trade unions to re-constitute their relations with governments. Indeed, trade unions are 
already building coalitions with other civil society actors with common goals in a social 
alliance, as will be demonstrated. Ultimately, the struggle for democracy and improved 
working conditions on a region-wide basis must be linked to a new developmental 
coherence that includes trade unions.  
 
It is thus not surprising that trade unions in the region are using the newfound democratic 
framework to assert themselves and to build new platforms for independent trade 
unionism. Indeed, Liv Tørres (1998) maintains that the success of regional trade unions in 
building developmental and independent trade unionism is contingent on their respective 
and collective abilities to develop and implement plans and policies of action. Important 
policies in this regard would be, amongst others, employment, industrial and wage 
policies11. It is against this background that the establishment of the Social Charter for the 
Fundamental Rights of Workers must be measured.12 
 
The Social Charter (see Appendix) expresses the regional labour movement’s concern for 
economic, political and social problems. It also points to the fact that moral and political 
will are needed to develop a socio-economic strategy that will address the current 
developmental problems of unequal capacity and development in the region. This would, 
as the document rightfully points out, require the involvement of trade unions in decision-
making processes at all levels (Nkulu, 1993; Keet 1996).13 There appears to be awareness 
in Southern African Development Community (SADC) circles that trade unions are an 
important development partner. Not surprisingly, the Social Charter of Fundamental 
Rights was adopted as part of the Employment and Labour Sector of SADC in March 

                                                 
8  Herbert Jauch, Director, Labour Resource and Research Institute, personal communication, 28/10/2002. 
9  Eddie Webster, Director, Sociology Work Unit, Wits University, personal communication, 14/10/2002.  
10  Eddie Webster, personal communication, 14/10/2002. 
11  Herbert Jauch views this objective as difficult to achieve because of the different levels of economic 

development in the region (personal communication, 28/10/2002). 
12  The Social Charter for the Fundamental Rights of Workers was adopted in Windhoek, Namibia, March 

2001, at the Employment and Labour Sector meeting (Herbert Jauch, personal communication, 28/10/2002). 
13  Robert Cox recognises the particular role to be played by the trade union movement in general when he 

charges that: “… the labour movement retain an organisational capability that can be valuable to a broader 
social coalition.” (1996:534). The recent experiences of Zambia and Zimbabwe have borne this out. 



  

2001. Yet one may argue, as does Cox (1981), that this recognition seeks to reinforce the 
legitimacy of prevailing power relations. 
 
In Coxian literature, this tripartite alliance bears testimony to the fact that “… states take 
direct interest in shaping those agreements reached between labour and capital.” (Cox, 
1987:74). While a developmental regional trade union movement requires state and non-
state actors to collectively set the parameters for building new regional economic capacity, 
the above alliance has implication for the regional trade union movement. The 
implications for the evolution and growth of a new developmental coherence that include 
trade unions is that, in the case of SADC “… the disposition of member states remain 
crucial in determining and enforcing common policy parameters to make regional 
integration and the further growth of transnational relations possible.” (Söderbaum, 
1998:83). For Eddie Webster this signifies that: “… states are shaping the agendas of trade 
unions in [both] national and regional settings.”14 This bears testimony to the fact that 
state action in SADC is encroaching on the space in which civil society could develop and 
expand. To understand how this is happening, it is necessary to look at the relationship 
between COSATU and the South African state.  
 
COSATU has drawn up long-term socio-economic goals and goals for the labour 
movement in general, through the September Commission. Yet, particularly in the case of 
South Africa, a strong argument can be posited for the existence of state corporatism. 
According to Cox (1987), state corporatism occurs under conditions where one party 
dominates or where open party competition exists in name only. As was shown elsewhere 
COSATU’s acceptance of the ‘hegemony of capitalism’ points to the fact that its alliance 
partner, the ANC, dominates it and that it seeks to simply reform the social system in 
South Africa, as opposed to radically transforming it, as critical theory demands. For 
Patrick Bond (2001), corporatism and state control manifest themselves in the National 
Economic Development Council, which he views as a corporatist arrangement in which 
business, the state and labour jointly formulate policy on labour and economic issues. 
 
Similarly: “what had flowered within the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions in 
February 1999 as the Working People’s Convention – leading to high expectations of a 
Workers’ Party – quickly degenerated, within a year, into yet another motley post-
nationalist, neoliberal political grouping… consequently… the MDC’s neoliberal bias 
disqualifies it from the [regional] solidarity that had once seemed so obvious.” (Bond, 
2002:21). The above illustrates “…that a major breakthrough for workers cannot occur in 
one country without the rest of the regional working class seeing some possibility of also 
gaining power in their own respective state, and also simultaneously developing a regional 
perspective…” (Bond, 2001:47). 
 
What this suggests is that a triple alliance of interests between state elites, dominant 
capitalist classes and labour has been (or is about to be) consummated in the SADC 
region. This alliance imposes severe limits on a developmental regional civil society in 
Southern Africa. But it does not imply that the effort to develop an alternative regional 
civil society has been defeated. Rather, it has been forced into a retreat. Whether it will 
survive and regain the initiative from neo-liberal regionalism will depend on the 
configuration of social forces upon which state power rests in Southern Africa. 
 

                                                 
14   Eddie Webster, personal communication, 14/10/2002. 
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There is a confluence, at least of ideas, between South Africa and Zimbabwe. Critical 
theory posits a link between knowledge and interests/power. South African and 
Zimbabwean trade unions also publish their own papers. COSATU in South Africa 
publishes the Shopsteward, whilst the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZiCTU) 
publishes the Worker in Zimbabwe. Many unions in the regions have also established 
research centres. The Labour Resource and Research Institute (LARRI) in Namibia, the 
NALEDI in South Africa, and similar institutions in Mozambique, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe, provide invaluable information that is useful in bargaining and negotiation 
processes (Tørres, 1998). As a result of their organisational power, these unions are 
relatively stronger than their counterparts in neighbouring countries. 
  
The fact that organised labour in countries such as South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe is 
far stronger than that of their counterparts in the region is also seen as a stumbling block 
to building a developmental regional trade union movement in Southern Africa, argues 
Herbert Jauch. He claims that the fact that the labour unions in the region have different 
capacities invariably means that national concerns override regional ones on critical issues 
like the free movement of labour. 
 
He proposes that some form of capacity building is needed in the region. Cox (2001) 
proposes that in such situations mutual support in promoting social equity is the only way 
to reverse the current trend towards social polarization. SATUCC is way ahead of regional 
governments in building the capacity of smaller unions in the region, with a view to 
eradicating discrepancies in regional union competence. For instance, COSATU sent 
representatives to Malawi in 2001 to help build the capacity of the trade union movement 
in that country.15 While all these developments indicate that significant strides have been 
made by labour, there are also problems. 
 
The search for independent trade unionism poses the biggest challenge for regional trade 
unions. In Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Tanzania, trade unions are 
still aligned to governments. Legal barriers in Botswana and Mauritius make it difficult 
for trade unions to operate independently (ibid p87). Eddie Webster advances two reasons 
for this. Firstly, patterns of intolerance make it difficult for labour to sustain an 
autonomous position. Secondly, international trade unions tend to be captured by their 
governments. There are however indications that the fight for democracy is contributing to 
the re-constitution of union-government relations in Southern Africa. 
 
Trade unions are playing a central role in the process of defending democracy in Zambia 
and Zimbabwe. In Swaziland the trade union is fighting for recognition, and for a more 
pluralistic society. The call by Swaziland’s trade union, as part of The Swaziland 
Solidarity Network, to its counterpart in South Africa to support the blockade of trade 
with that country for 3 days in December 2000, bears testimony to the fact that trade 
unions in Southern Africa view COSATU as playing a central role in the democratisation 
of countries in the region (The Namibian, November 30, 2000). This, however, does not 
suggest that there is a uniformity of views amongst trade unions in the region. On the 
contrary, a number of issues remain unresolved. 
 
For instance, the view of COSATU, and indeed the ANC-led government, is that South 
Africa should recruit skilled labour from other SADC countries (Business Day, 17 May 

                                                 
15  Herbert Jauch, personal communication, 28/10/2002. 



  

2001).16 Indeed, this idea was mooted as far back as 1995, when the South African 
Ministry of Health decided to recruit medical doctors from other Southern African 
countries. For Herbert Jauch, this situation: “… will replicate inequalities region-
wide….”.17 Arguably, this will place a strain on the already acute human resource 
problem that these countries are experiencing. More critically, these countries have 
invested a lot of money in training people, and thus understandably would want a return 
on their investment. Not surprisingly, trade unions in other SADC countries have 
responded critically to such proposals. 
 
In fact, they are proposing that the free movement of highly skilled professionals in their 
countries should be controlled, and that unskilled workers should be allowed to move 
freely throughout the region (Keet, 1996). The argument in favour of the free movement 
of such precarious workers is predicated on moral/political claims. By and large, the 
advanced nature of the South African economy has its foundation in the historic 
contribution (although not exclusively) of mineworkers from Lesotho, Mozambique, 
Swaziland and elsewhere in the region. 
 
Dot Keet cautions that “The deepening socio-economic effects in those countries of the 
loss of such skills would also have inevitable repercussions for South Africa” (1996:54). 
She further warns that they may also exacerbate political relations and affect other 
economic interactions and inter-state negotiations. It is not only the recruitment of skilled 
workers that is stifling the development of a region-wide trade union movement, however. 
According to Eddie Webster there are also fears that the development of a region-wide 
trade union movement will undermine regional solidarity and ‘fuel’ suspicion of South 
Africa’s18 attempts at regional dominance.  
 
With the end of apartheid in South Africa, the liberalisation of trade in the region and the 
establishment of the SADC Free Trade Area (FTA), South African companies are actively 
penetrating the region.19 The labour conditions in these countries are arguably an 
attractive incentive. Recent cases of businesses relocating from South Africa to Swaziland 
demonstrate this. In September 1999, the household appliance manufacturer Kelvinator 
was liquidated, resulting in the loss of 1200 jobs in South Africa. Masterfridge, a 
Swaziland-based white goods manufacturer had eroded the market share of Kelvinator 
because labour in Swaziland is cheaper and ‘dumping’ occurred on the South African 
market (Mail and Guardian, April 26-May 1, 2001). The blanket manufacturer, Waverley 
Blankets also decided to relocate to Botswana in 2000, in part, due to high labour costs in 
South Africa (ibid.). 
 
The argument in South Africa is that the denial of labour rights and, as was pointed out 
earlier, the weakness of labour in some Southern African countries, enables businesses in 
the former to relocate to neighbouring countries (ibid.). Trade unions in the region need to 
harmonise labour regimes. In this regard, there exists the potential for mutual enablement 

                                                 
16  This seems to contradict the earlier position of COSATU that labour quotas should be negotiated on the 

basis of the degree of dependency on migrant labour needs of the respective countries in the region 
(COSATU, 1995). For Cox the position of COSATU is that of seeking “…satisfaction mainly through direct 
relations with the officials either of the state bureaucracy or of the ruling party” (1987:81). 

17   Herbert Jauch, personal communication, 28/10/2002.   
18   Eddie Webster, personal communication, 14/10/2002. 
19  The SADC FTA provides, in its trade protocol, for the relocation of business to more favourable labour 

conditions. 
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between unions and governments in the region. The relocation of businesses from South 
Africa arguably results in the ‘export’ of jobs to other Southern African countries. 
Needless to say, this has ramifications for the building of a regional developmental trade 
union. It also impacts on attempts to reverse the current trend towards polarization, a core 
Coxian concern. 
 
To invoke the old communist adage – what then is to be done? Eddie Webster argues that 
the relocation of companies in the region may be a blessing in disguise for trade unions, 
since it affords them the opportunity to establish links with trade unions in other countries, 
which can be used to engage in regional bargaining in specific sectors such as the regional 
giant Shoprite.20 It would be advisable for SATUCC to use its leverage in the 
Employment and Labour Sector to press for the development of a regional industrial plan 
of action within this tri-partite body. 
 
The need to develop a regional industrial plan of action involving business, governments 
and trade unions in the region is fuelled by an increased realisation in Southern Africa that 
lopsided economic development will continue unless programmes are put in place to 
ensure more balanced development and employment creation in all countries of the 
region. The view of COSATU is that South Africa cannot prosper unless there is 
economic growth and development in the region. Most importantly, however, this 
initiative is geared towards collectively addressing issues of regional concern. The 
effective articulation of common interests enhances another important consideration for a 
developmental regional civil society in SADC – democratic governance – which demands, 
amongst other things, the creation of a stable and predictable regulatory framework aimed 
at achieving human security. 
 
It is concern with human security and environmental safety that has resulted in unions in 
Southern Africa forging linkages with unions elsewhere in the world. The case of the 
Rössing Uranium Mine in Namibia (controlled by Rio Tinto Zinc) and its counterparts 
elsewhere in the world illustrates this. In 2000, the International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions (ICFTU) initiated a global campaign on health, safety and poor working 
conditions in countries in which Rio Tinto has operations. This had a major impact on on 
the operations of Rio Tinto globally. In fact, the company now takes these issues much 
more seriously. Herbert Jauch concludes that this form of organisation has the advantage 
of being more concrete, since the same employer binds workers.21 This attempt to create 
viable human communities, in the Coxian sense, points to the fact that the social economy 
represents the most promising arena for change and development.  
 
3.2 Non-Governmental Organisations  

 
 

Contemporary concerns with regional co-operation and integration are inextricably linked 
to the process of economic development. From a governmental perspective this invariably 
entails promoting closer economic ties among themselves. To promote social equity, in 
the Coxian tradition, the fostering of closer ties between and among governments has to 
be complemented by the promotion of grassroots co-operation among non-state actors 
across borders. In this regard, NGOs have an integral role to play in enhancing the process 

                                                 
20  Eddie Webster, personal communication, 14/10/2002. 
21  Herbert Jauch, personal communication, 28/10/2002. 



  

of development from ‘below’. 22 This is because alternative paths of economic 
development – or development from below – remain critical for the future structure of the 
Coxian world order. Indeed, John Clark reminds us that: “Nongovernmental organizations 
may provide instruments which… emphasize the participation of the poor” (1995:593). In 
Southern Africa equitable and sustainable development can only be achieved on the basis 
of full economic and political participation of the poor. 
 
This in turn requires both a higher degree of internal societal participation and the intra-
regional participation of non-governmental forces. In the realm of national politics, NGOs 
have become increasingly assertive. The following examples from the 1990s illustrate this 
assertiveness: 

• The protracted popular struggle for the liberation of South Africa from the clutches of 
a racist regime, which culminated in the democratisation of that country’s political 
system in 1994 and the dismantling of apartheid; 

• The national strike by Swaziland’s workers, operating hand in hand with other civic 
groups to demand that the political system in that country be democratised in 1997; 

• The formation of Zambia’s Movement for Multi-party Democracy (MMD) in 1990, 
and its accession to political power in 1991. With reference to the MMD in power 
David Bartlett concluded that “The MMD appeared to be a class compromise between 
business and labour…” (2000:444). What this, and the cases of South Africa and 
Zimbabwe described elsewhere illustrate, is that class power constitutes a significant 
barrier to the realisation of an alternative, potentially transformative regional civil 
society. 

• The rejection of the one-party system by civic groups in Malawi in a referendum 
which resulted in the drafting of a new multi-party constitution, which in turn resulted 
in the elections that culminated in the ousting of Kamuzu Banda, who had declared 
himself the life president of Malawi; 

• “The overthrow of Zaire’s Mobutu Sese Seko by Laurent Kabila, with the clear 
support of various civic groups in that country, and many others from outside the 
country” (Makumbe, 1998:309); 

• “In Zimbabwe during the late 1990s a formidable opposition party – the Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC) – was built upon the urban poor and workers, a portion of 
the professional black petit-bourgeoisie and wealthy whites: liberals, farmers and 
business managers/owners” (Bond, 2002:15).  

 
These political changes could not have occurred without the full participation of an active 
and dynamic civil society in Southern Africa.   
 
Not surprisingly thus, the reconceptualisation of regionalism in Southern Africa takes into 
account the fact that civil society, in its various formations, also contributes to the 
provision, or at least the promotion of developmental goals in the region. This important 
consideration is acknowledged by SADC. The establishment of a Gender Unit at the 
SADC Secretariat in 1998 bears testimony to this ‘new awareness’. Fundamentally, the 

                                                 
22  Michael Bratton (1989) suggests that the concept NGO comprises a plethora of organisations that vary in 

character and scale. These are community-based organisations, national NGOs and international relief and 
development agencies. 
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Unit is charged with the responsibility of advising all SADC structures on gender issues 
and ensuring that a gender perspective permeates the entire SADC Programme of Action 
and Community Building Initiatives.23 Another indicator of this ‘new awareness’ is the 
SADC NGO Council, which, while independent of SADC’s formal structures, is 
recognised by the body.24 It is significant that the SADC Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry and the NGO sector were able to provide considerable input to the Trade and 
Transport Protocols (Breytenbach et al, 2002). Yet one may argue, as Cox (1981) does, 
that the above represent attempts to reinforce the legitimacy of prevailing order. 
 
Indeed, the disposition of SADC member states remains crucial in determining and 
enforcing common policy parameters to make regional integration and the further growth 
of transnational relations possible. Consequently, the legitimacy of political authority 
encroaches on the political and social space in which NGO activity can develop and 
expand. By and large therefore, the emergence of organic transnational connections 
among national civil societies in Southern Africa needs to occur outside the statist 
framework. Thus, it is necessary to look beyond historically constituted frameworks or 
structures within which economic and political activity take place (Cox, 1996). There 
needs to be a realisation that a new developmental coherence can only come about if civil 
society plays a defining role in transforming the practice of regional integration in 
Southern Africa.  
 
Facilitating and reinforcing transnational connections among national civil societies in 
Southern Africa would be an essential element in any sustainable pattern of integration. A 
recent demonstration in Swaziland illustrates that civil society is increasingly being 
looked at as a motivational force for change (Cox, 1999). In response to government 
legislation that banned free political activity in Swaziland, the Swaziland Solidarity 
Network, which represents trade unions and pro-democracy groups, called on South 
African businesses to restrict trade with that country for 3 days in December 2000. The 
trade union also asked COSATU and the Mozambique Workers Federation to support the 
blockade (The Namibian, November 30, 2000). 
 
The movement in Swaziland is part of a broader association, the Southern African 
People’s Solidarity Network (SAPSN).25 Ostensibly this movement is concerned with 
issues of trade26 but also looks at issues such as regional peace, human security and 
democracy.27 The SAPSN has already established various sub-networks and the debt 
tribunal, which investigates how issues of debt should be addressed within a regional 
framework, provides the impulses on how such sub-networks should be established. The 
establishment of regional sub-networks on debt is necessary and provides the right 

                                                 
23  Representation by women in various positions of power remains limited. Only in Botswana, Malawi and 

South Africa are women adequately represented in parliament. 
24  Glenn Farred, SANGOCO, personal communication, 16/10/2002. 
25  SAPSN has a growing membership that includes a broad range of civil society organizations and 

institutions, including trade unions, development NGOs, and church-based movements. With the exception 
of Botswana, SAPSN has managed to secure links in Angola, DRC, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Eunice Mafudikwa, 
personal communication, 8/11/2002. 

26   SAPSN has addressed a range of issues, such as privatisation, regional integration, the African Growth and 
Opportunities Act, the WTO, the Post-Lomé negotiations, and the role of South Africa in SADC. 

27  Indeed, the formation of SAPSN was a result of various national and regional processes during the course of 
1999 around the inter-linked issues of debt, structural adjustment and globalisation. Eunice Mafudikwa, 
SAPSN, personal communication, 8/11/2002. 



  

antidote to the current situation where countries such as Malawi, Mozambique, South 
Africa and Zambia are attempting to solve critical debt issues unilaterally. 
 
More critically, the issue should be linked to the Jubilee 2000 campaign, which is of 
interest to all Southern African countries.28 Patrick Bond suggests that a regional ideology 
around the issue of debt can be built by, for instance, invoking the spirit of the national 
liberation.29 Indeed, this seems to be happening. Leading Southern African social 
movements and church organisations working on debt from Lesotho, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Swaziland, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe, signed the Lusaka 
Declaration in 1999 (Bond, 2001). Such issue-specific networks, which occur ostensibly 
outside the purview of state influence, are critical for fostering a developmental regional 
civil society in Southern Africa. 
 
The significance of SAPSN is that it is forging links that can be used as building blocks 
for a developmental regional civil society in Southern Africa. SAPSN has also established 
relations with the World Trade Organisation (WTO) with the aim of expounding the 
position of Southern Africa in agricultural negotiations from a non-governmental 
perspective. Similarly, it is working with several African, Caribbean, Pacific (ACP) 
regional networks on the Post-Lomé negotiations. Members of the SAPSN are also 
building linkages in the wider context of the Africa Trade Network (ATN), to formulate a 
position on the Africa Growth and Opportunities Act (AGOA), a trade pact concluded 
between the USA and African countries. 
 
This is of particular importance in view of the dominance of the neo-liberal agenda, which 
gave rise to technically sophisticated NGOs with reform agendas.30 Being mindful of the 
‘engine of growth’ thesis, SAPSN is also engaging in research on the economic and 
political role that South Africa is playing/should play in the region (ibid.). The recent 
campaign by the Zimbabwe Coalition on Debt and Development, the Swaziland 
Campaign against Poverty and Economic Inequality, the Malawi Economic Justice 
Network, and peasants from Lesotho, at the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
also occurred under the auspices of SAPSN.31 
 
This facilitation and reinforcement of transnational connections among national civil 
societies in Southern Africa is predicated on the increased activism shown by civil 
societies on a global scale. Simply put, international norms are impacting on the growth 
and influence of civil society at a domestic level. 
 
The Southern African Human Rights NGO Network, which promotes adherence to 
international human rights norms and standards, is but one example of this.32 Ostensibly, 
these transnational linkages involve fighting for democracy, human rights, equitable 
development and a safer environment, amongst others. These new independent 
organisations of protest grew into the political space that was opened by the disruption 
and uncertainty of political authority (Cox, 1999). For Ozias Tungwarara, of USAID’s 

                                                 
28  SAPSN is well positioned to co-ordinate this activity, since it is already a core of the Jubilee South. Eunice 

Mafudikwa, personal communication, 8/11/2002. 
29  Patrick Bond, personal communication, 16/10/2002. 
30  Patrick Bond, personal communication, 16/10/2002. 
31  Patrick Bond, personal communication, 16/10/2002. 
32  Ozias Tungwarara, personal communication, 27/09/2002. 
 



 15

Regional Centre for Southern Africa in Botswana, the strategic challenge for non-state 
actors is how to harness their collective power in order to influence this interface in the 
global context.33 
 
In Africa in general, and Southern Africa in this instance, there has been a proliferation of 
organisations seeking to address issues of a transnational nature. The Global Coalition for 
Africa, the Federation of African Media Women, the Africa Association for Literacy and 
Adult Education, are but a few of the organisations that are demanding the expansion of 
civil space for the achievement of a more broad-based and participatory developmental 
order. The African NGO Networks Caucus is challenging conventional wisdom on the 
continent as regards development issues.34 
 
Needless to say, the issues that these organisations seek to address are invariably informed 
by the search for imminent solutions to problems such as hunger, poverty, equitable 
development and human rights. NGOs see themselves as playing a crucial role in 
strengthening civil society to address these issues. In the context of harnessing a 
developmental regional civil society in Southern Africa, this suggests that regional NGOs 
need to articulate more widely, and in an institutional context, how best to solve these 
problems. 
 
The call made by 13 NGOs in Windhoek, Namibia in 2000 for a regional discussion on 
land reform and land redistribution highlights this problem. Primarily the NGOs argued 
that social development should be both people-centred and people-driven (The Namibian, 
August 4, 2000). They also postulated that poverty is a regional issue that can only be 
addressed in a haphazard fashion, as is currently the case.35 In this regard, Cox (2001) 
suggests that mutual support in promoting social equity is the only way to reverse the 
current trend towards social polarisation, which, in essence, would enable NGOs to 
contribute to decisions about the content and scope of regional development and growth. 
The Southern African Regional Poverty Network (SARPN) can play a decisive role in this 
regard.  
 
Sanusha Naidu of SARPN has this to say about the organisation’s activities: “SARPN is a 
regional poverty network that does not have a membership but rather is a public policy 
platform for drawing on issues of poverty and the types of measures and responses that are 
being developed to address it. It caters for actors in the realm of poverty to be able to 
exchange with each other their work in the field of poverty. These include policy makers, 
development practitioners, academics, civil society actors at grassroots and community 
based level, as well as the private and public sector”.36 
 
With the resurgence of neo-liberalism that is increasingly asserting its dominance in 
national development strategies and plans in SADC, the ideological orientation of an 
organisation like SARPN, which is constituted of a myriad of organisations, becomes 

                                                 
33  Ozias Tungwarara, personal communication, 27/09/2002.  
34  The vision of this network was spelled out as far back as 1996, when 25 African networks met in Harare, 

Zimbabwe to assert the concerns and priorities of African civil societies in African and international 
institutions.  

35  A most striking feature of the meeting between these NGOs is the recognition that not only do governments 
not have a regional plan for poverty alleviation, but that NGOs themselves need to co-ordinate their attempts 
at poverty alleviation on a region-wide basis (The Namibian, August 4, 2000). 

36  Sanusha Naidu, personal communication, 1/11/2002. 



  

questionable. Yet, civil society has a particularly important role to play in poverty 
alleviation. Ozias Tungwarara suggests that, with regard to issues such as poverty, civil 
society needs to articulate citizens’ interests, by making themselves relevant in 
communities. This demands that civil society has an organically defined mandate, based 
on real and identifiable targets.37 
 
This type of interaction, featuring direct people-to-people engagement and co-operation, 
builds solidarity between peoples of the Southern African countries, and contributes to 
mobilising public opinion in support of Southern African co-operation. Moreover, many 
South and Southern Africans have made their homes in countries other than their own in 
the region. These experiences may play a decisive role in the development of a regional 
consciousness because this type of co-operation and interaction builds bridges and 
solidarity among and between the people of the region. This in turn contributes to 
mobilising public opinion in support of Southern African co-operation and integration. 
 
Similarly, special attention should be given to the establishment of issue-networks among 
organisations representing the self-employed, neighbourhood groups and non-
governmental voluntary organisations that have sprung up in the region. They have 
valuable experience and expertise to share on how to get organised and how to deal with 
daily problems relating to economic, physical, and environmental survival. 
 
Glenn Farred argued that networking around small scale farming, indigenous people, and 
transfrontier parks allows local communities to contribute to building a sustainable civil 
society in SADC.38 Gathered together in some regional force, it is hoped that NGOs in 
particular will transcend the national outlook on problems that confront the region. The 
hope, according to David Korten and Antonio Quizon, is that “The very formation of 
these networks and coalitions is creating social reality as NGOs experiment with the 
creation of new organizing structures based on consensus, equality and mutual 
accountability” (1995:160). 
 
What should be of special interest are voluntary organisations in which women 
participate. Indeed, women represent a key social force for Southern Africa co-operation 
at the grassroots level, for they are able to find a common language across borders and 
continent, united by the similarity of their experiences and roles in society. More 
importantly, allowing women to play a more proactive role in the economic, political and 
social spheres (the all-embracing security scope) provides them with an opportunity to 
advance and protect their interests. 
 
Towards this end, the education of women is a precondition to building a sustainable civil 
society in SADC. According to Ken Booth and Peter Vale educating women is “... a 
necessary building block in a security policy which aims to reduce population growth; to 
combat the social and economic difficulties that arise from disease; and to overcome the 
problems that arise from inadequate economic development”.39 They rightly conclude that 
“Without the emancipation of women there will not be lasting regional security [and 
development] in Southern Africa” (1995:301). 
 

                                                 
37  Ozias Tungwarara, personal communication, 27/09/2002. 
38   Glenn Farred, personal communication, 16/10/2002.  
39  Although the Women in Development (WID) debate has been a prominent theme on the NGO schedule in 

general, the spill-over effects of this debate are not yet discernible in Southern Africa. 
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However, unlike Europe where social forces are perhaps stronger and better organised, 
Southern Africa has a moderate history of NGOs working within a regional framework.40 
Ansu Datta’s reminder that “Many non-governmental regional organisations in Southern 
Africa have functioned only sporadically” (1989:97), attests to this. In Southern Africa, 
however, the liberation movements, churches and trade unions have a history of 
transnational collaboration.   
 
Furthermore, there is considerable commitment to regional co-operation, and some 
national based organisations are forging regional links. The local Educational Research 
Associations in Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland are all branches of a regional 
organisation. Most significantly, the formation of regional environmental and human 
rights networks all point to growing NGO involvement in the region. 41 For Cox (1999) 
these efforts are not only aimed at seeking alternatives; they represent attempts to create 
viable human communities (2001). These positive developments notwithstanding, NGOs 
in Southern Africa face a number of obstacles. 
 
The exclusion of NGOs by SADC member states when the Organ for Politics, Defence 
and Security was adopted casts doubt on the ability of SADC governments to embrace a 
broader spectrum of stakeholders into the security arena. Earlier agreements between 
SADC and regional NGOs to include a human rights monitoring mechanism in the Organ 
were discarded shortly before formalisation of the body (South Scan, 5 July 1996). This 
state of affairs seems to verify Fredrik Soderbaum’s conclusion that “The SADC organ as 
such is also state-centric and designed to promote the national interests and enhance the 
political stability of the existing regimes” (1998:81). More recently NGOs pronounced 
that they “... still have no access to the SADC national contact point, nor are they allowed 
access to SADC summit meetings or discussions concerning the organ on politics, defence 
and security” (Sunday Independent, March, 1999). Yet, Glenn Farred pointed out that civil 
society in SADC is not yet clear on the objectives it wants to achieve from formal 
participation in the SADC structures. He expressed the hope that the SADC Desk on Civil 
Society, to be launched in December 2002, will play a more instrumental role in the 
formal structures of SADC.42 
 
Clearly this has serious implications for future inter-governmental and non-governmental 
relations. More importantly, it highlights the need to develop fragile political institutions 
and nascent civil societies regionally. Moreover, it provides ample evidence that the 
democratic dimensions needed to incorporate the regions’ civil society are absent. The 
solution to this predicament, according to Peter Vale, is as follows: “When SADC... 
gathers in formal conference, civil society needs to set up its own stall. A loud and very 
messy talk-shop which can air the increasing amount of disquiet which the region's people 
– as opposed to their governments – feel about the processes of democracy and 
development through Southern Africa. Energy, environment, development, human rights, 
gender questions: there must be no end to the talking”.43 It is around issues such as human 

                                                 
40  Ansu Datta (1989) suggests that even though non-governmental co-operation is desirable, it should not 

undermine inter-governmental ventures aimed at sustainable development and the provision of security. 
41  A defining moment was in 1995 when the organised South African gay community protested against the 

presence of Robert Mugabe in that country, after he had violated the common law rights of gays in 
Zimbabwe. This event can provide the impulse for effective pressure at inter-state level (Peter Vale, 
personal communication, 20/11/2002). 

42  Glenn Farred, personal communication, 16/10/2002. 
43  Peter Vale, personal communication, 20/11/2002. This conclusion is supported by Jean-Francois Bayart who 

opines that the creative energies of African civil societies in general, and Southern Africa in this instance, 



  

rights and the environment where the leverage of transnational social movements will 
have a particular bearing, since they, in the words of Louise Vincent “... have the capacity 
to act directly and independently and to initiate genuine international co-operation in ways 
that can often supersede the abilities of states” (1997:125). 
 
A framework for social dialogue and mutual enablement between NGOs and governments 
in Southern Africa has been established. The SADC secretariat established an NGO desk 
in 1994 that is located in the Secretariat. To deepen the process of social dialogue on a 
national and regional scale, a SADC NGO Council, an environmental sector, a gender unit 
and a human rights NGO network have been established. It is disturbing though that 
neither the unit, the sector nor the human rights networks have been admitted to SADC 
Summit meetings. This serves as a reminder that governments will not voluntarily broaden 
the platform for regional engagement with non-state actors. 

                                                                                                                                                         
can be more productively unleashed “... by the creation of small collectives established and controlled by 
rural or urban groups (such as local associations) than by parliaments and parties, instruments of the state...” 
(1986:125).  
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Table: Civil society organisations and their relationships with governments in the region  
 
Country Organisations Government-NGO 

Relations 
Angola Forum for Angolan NGOs 

is the umbrella body.  
Because of the nature of 
politics and political 
institutions in Angola, 
very little interaction 
occurs between Angolan 
NGOs and their 
government. 

Botswana Council of NGOs umbrella 
body. 

Government consults 
NGOs about policies. 

Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC) 

No umbrella organisation 
for NGOs exists in this 
country. 

The precarious nature of 
the political regime in the 
DRC contributes to the 
weak relationship between 
the government and 
NGOs. 

Lesotho The Lesotho Council of 
NGOs, established in 1990, 
is the umbrella body. It 
concentrates on human 
rights and drought relief. 

Relationship with 
government is limited to 
participating in economic 
forums and contributions 
to election preparations. 

Malawi Council for NGOs is the 
umbrella body. 

This umbrella body has 
representation at all levels. 
Its relations with 
government are good. 

Mozambique No NGO umbrella body 
exists. Coordination body 
called Link: 50% national 
and 50% international 
NGOs. 

Because of the fragmented 
nature of the NGO 
community in 
Mozambique its relations 
with government is weak, 
and hence its policy 
influence minimal. 

Mauritius No NGO umbrella body 
exists.  

NGO and government 
relations are non-existent. 

South Africa SANGOF is the umbrella 
body. 

Strong policy dialogue and 
influence with 
government: many SA 
government functionaries 
and leaders from NGO 
sector. 

Swaziland Coordinating Assembly of 
NGOs formed in 1983. 

Government has a 
precarious relationship 
with NGOs.  

Tanzania TANGO co-
ordinating body 
works 

NGOs have a dialogue with government, but not 
yet a development partnership. The recently 
formed NGO debt coalition in Tanzania seeks to 



  

establish such a development partnership. 
Zambia Two co-ordinating 

bodies: NGOCC 
(gender) and 
ZCSD (all) 

Government-NGO relations are good. Indeed 
the Zambian government finances some NGOs 
and also seconds technical staff to NGOs, 
amongst others. However, civil society actors’ 
vehemently opposed recent calls for a third term 
by the Chiluba government. Moreover, civil 
society in that country is actively involved in 
drafting plans for spending money made 
available by debt relief on reducing poverty. 
(Mail and Guardian, January 12 to 18, 2001).   

Zimbabwe National 
Association of 
NGOs 

Relations are tenuous, especially between the 
trade union, which is now the official 
opposition, and the government. 

 
Source: National Economic Development and Labour Council, March 1999. 
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4. Conclusion 

It has been shown that development initiatives in Africa in the 1980s and 1990s precluded 
some sectors of society from the development process and this has been a catalyst for renewed 
interest in the concept of civil society. The emancipatory potential of civil society can be 
located in the search for ‘new answers’ to ‘old problems’ such as environmental degradation, 
poverty and others. Through its involvement in these issues, civil society has a pivotal role to 
play. It needs to be recognised, however, that civil society development in Southern Africa is 
a nascent process. Thus, it is essential to nurture civil society organisations to enable them to 
become more effective. 
 
Towards this end, a wide range of popular grassroots organisations in Southern Africa need 
organisational skills, information and resources in order to be able to develop and defend their 
interests and link up with each other nationally and across the region. Currently, their 
distribution and levels of development are very uneven. The multiplicity of counterpart 
organisations in the North, with their manifold resources and rich and varied experiences, 
have much to offer – as well as to gain – from creating working partnerships on common 
causes and campaigns with grassroots organisations in the South. 
 
The trade unions of Southern Africa are already ‘open’ to such opportunities and are 
beginning to develop mutual support mechanisms and regional industrial co-operation to 
respond to both government and business efforts at regional co-operation and integration. 
However, trade union efforts have been confined to organisational needs and broad policy 
approaches to labour and trade union rights in the region. An overall development strategy for 
the Southern African region needs to be developed. In this regard the alternative experiences 
and debates of the international trade union movement could prove useful. 
 
Civil society, like governments and transnational forces, has the ability to penetrate and 
transcend national economies and societies. Ultimately solutions to issues such as disease, the 
displacement of people, developmental democracy and migration, will only be properly 
addressed if there is increased interaction between and among peoples of the region through 
the establishment of trans-regional issue-networks. 
 
NGOs also have much to gain from forging North-South linkages. The coalition formed by 
South African NGOs and former anti-apartheid groups in Germany, Switzerland and the 
United Kingdom are indicative of the potential for building North-South NGO alliances. The 
conference that was held in December 2000 in Bonn, Germany, called on foreign banks to 
compensate the people of Southern Africa for the brutal repression they helped finance (Mail 
and Guardian, December 8 to 14, 2000). This initiative is part of a broader movement called 
the International Campaign on Apartheid-caused Debt in Southern Africa. The evolution of a 
developmental regional civil society is contingent on building these issue-specific networks. 
More critically, the issue should be linked to the Jubilee 2000 campaign, which is of interest 
to all Southern African countries. It is efforts such as these that have the potential to radically 
transform society and contribute to an alternative civilization. 
 
These linkages represent both an opportunity and a challenge to the search for a 
developmental regional civil society in the Coxian sense. What has been demonstrated is that 
there are attempts, both at radically transforming society – an alternative regional order – and 
at simply reforming the existing regional order. The division between the Landless Peoples 



  

Movement, APF and Jubilee on one side and SANGOCO on the other, at the World Summit 
on Development march, because of accusations that SANGOCO was giving in to government 
pressure, illustrates the difficulties that society based actors have to overcome in a national 
setting. Moreover, this suggests that the process of political struggle that is underway in the 
region is heavily in favour of the dominant capitalist classes. This is because dominant 
interests are powerful in organisational terms and tend to penetrate and influence state policy 
far more than community movements or even organised labour. 
 
Ultimately, the class power of the dominant interests in the region, their hegemony, and their 
increasingly virulent domination constitute the most formidable constraints or impediments to 
a developed regional civil society in Southern Africa. Across the region, however, progressive 
elements in civil society are challenging the state on several fronts: on gender issues, the 
rights of minorities, industrial democracy and its failure to deliver redistributive justice. It is 
around these issue-areas, outside the ambit of state influence, that a developmental regional 
civil society can best be built. These struggles, mute as they are, could be the precursors of a 
more intense and sustained struggle for a developmental regional civil society in Southern 
Africa, particularly if workers and peasants and their middle class allies spearhead them. But 
ruling classes and governing elites in the region may turn out to be very adept at containing 
these struggles. This may take the form of co-operation and the taming of organised labour 
through corporate structures (for example in South Africa), or through repression and 
subjugation (for example in Swaziland and to some extent Zimbabwe). In view of this, the 
prospects for social forces to bring about a genuine developmental regional civil society do 
not look good. 
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Appendix: Social Charter of Fundamental Rights of Workers in Southern Africa 

‘We, the representatives of the Labour Movement in Southern Africa consisting of the trade 
union centres of Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland, 
Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe, as well as the Azania Trade Union Co-ordination Council, 
together with the National Trade Union Centres in South Africa, the Congress of South 
African Trade Union (COSATU) and the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU), under 
the auspices of Southern African Trade Union Co-ordination Council (SACTU), having 
discussed and examined social and economic ills in the region ranging from rapidly falling 
commodity prices, mounting international debt, political destabilisation manipulation, 
declining productivity in all sectors of the economy, increased retrenchment and 
unemployment aggravated by unbearable high school dropouts resulting from deficiencies in 
education curricula, are convinced that time with the ILO principles. 
 
We feel that the process of attaining the socio-economic goals and the eradication of poverty 
in Southern Africa needs a moral and political will and therefore requires a carefully designed 
socio-economic strategy. The Social Charter for Southern Africa provides the solace for 
accommodating the aspirations and imaginations of the people in the region. As our 
populations are increasing, economic growth today is much less than a decade ago and 
unemployment levels are soaring, so is poverty. Sometimes trained personnel cannot even 
find employment in the private sector because employment opportunities are not expanding 
but diminishing due to the effects of debt burdens or troubled balance of payment positions. 
 
In addition, mass exodus to the cities is on the rise-putting further strains on already serious 
problems of urban housing and health services subjecting the majority of people and workers 
in the region to sub-standard living conditions. These issues are of magnitude nature that 
requires careful and systematic planning, and therefore become of critical concern to the 
labour movement in Southern Africa. 
 
We in the Labour Movement Demand: 
 
1. Basic Human and Trade Union Rights: 
 
• The recognition by governments in the region of the universality and indivisibility of basic 

human rights, in accordance with the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and the African Charter of Human and People’s Rights, and observance of basic 
trade union rights as follows:  

 
• Right to organize, associate and form trade unions independent from the political parties, 

governments and employers, with this right entrenched in the Constitution. 
 
• Right of trade unions to conduct their business without political parties; governments’ and 

employers interference. 
 
• Automatic organizational rights for representative unions (including the rights to check-

off system, education and training, freedom of access by trade union officials to all parts 
of the work place, holding of meetings, bargaining). 

 
• The full right to strike and to engage in other forms of industrial action including 

solidarity action, without dismissal must be recognised and legalised in the region and 
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where possible enshrined in the Constitution.  The right to strike must follow easy and 
expeditious procedures. 

 
• Proper definition of essential services to prevent abuse by the state or by employers.  

Governments, employers and trade unions should define this.  
 
2. Conventions of the International Labour Organisation (ILO):   
 
• The ratification and implementation of relevant ILO Conventions and Recommendations 

by all governments in the region; 
 
• The establishment of a priority list of important ILO Conventions and Recommendations, 

and procedures for complaints concerning non-respect of ratified conventions, to be 
openly discussed at regional level on a tripartite basis, in compliance with the principles 
of ILO Convention No: 144 on Tripartism, preferably in the framework of the Southern 
African Labour Commission (SALC); 

 
3. Prevention of Discrimination and Exploitation: 

 
• The prohibition of any form of discrimination based on race, colour, sex creed, religion, 

physical disability, marital status, or nationality at the workplace. 
 
• The prohibition of discrimination on the basis of sexual preference as well as against 

workers who is HIV positive or who have AIDS.  Employers, governments and trade 
unions should provide adequate counselling and training to prevent further spread of the 
AIDS disease. 

 
• The prohibition of child labour and all forms of forced and semi-forced labour; 
 
4. Right to Job Security: 
 
• Workers must be guaranteed the right to be protected against unfair dismissal and the right 

to re-instatement. 
 
• Workers must be given the right to a fair and representative hearing in disciplinary 

matters. 
 
5. Working and Living Conditions: 
 
• The upward harmonization of minimum requirements laid down in labour legislation and 

in particular at the introduction of a uniform maximum period of 40 hours per week, the 
specifications of minimum rest period, annual paid leave, compassionate leave, paid 
paternal and maternity leave, adequate occupational health and safety protection, and the 
stipulation of acceptable rules and compensation for overtime and shift work; 

 
• The right for workers to live and work in a healthy environment; the provision of adequate 

and suitable accommodation must primarily be governments’ and employers 
responsibility requiring governments and employers action to implement sustainable 
environmental policies; 



  

 
6. Environment: 
 
• Legislation to control and minimise both pollutants and hazardous chemicals should be 

enacted. 
 
• The governments, employers and trade unions should campaign to educate their respective 

constituencies regarding dangers of hazardous chemicals and pollutants. 
 

• Governments and employers should ensure compulsory provision and use of adequate 
protective clothing and equipment, and trade unions jointly with employers must educate 
their constituencies. 

 
• Strengthening government inspectorate division to monitor violation of health and safety 

regulations with a view to enforcing laws governing compensation and sanction 
compliance. 

 
7. Company Regulation: 
 
• The enactment and enforcement of effective anti-trust legislation and the introduction of a 

harmonized system for the disclosure of audited financial records and accounts, and all 
other relevant information, for all public and private companies.  Moreover, all countries 
operating within more than one country in the region should make available their 
consolidated annual results in all the countries in which they operate. 

 
8. Labour and Industrial Relations Courts: 
 
• The establishment of autonomous Labour and Industrial Relations Courts, on the basis of 

mutual agreement by trade unions, governments and employers on the appointment of 
judges with right resources to an Industrial Relations Appellate Court on the basis of 
expeditious procedures. 

 
9. Migrant Workers: 
 
• Freedom of movement, residence and employment throughout the region; 
 
• The right for migrant workers to join trade unions without hindrance; 
 
• The right for migrant workers within the region to transfer without restrictions their wages 

and other benefits to their home country.  The maintenance of other benefits such as 
insurance and contributions to provident funds should be guaranteed upon termination of 
their contract even if they return to their home countries.  The practice of short-term and 
temporary employment contracts, which force workers to return home in order to be re-
engaged anew, must be phased out. 

 
• The right for migrant workers to live with their families in the country of employment; 
 
10. Retirement and Unemployment Benefits: 
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• Workers should not be forced to retire without being assured of the social welfare 
benefits. 

 
• Retirement and unemployment benefits should be paid out to workers affected without 

any hindrance. 
 
• Decision on compensation resulting from injuries at the workplace should involve all 

three social partners and that payment of all social benefits should be expeditious.  
 
11. Rights to Negotiations: 
 
• The provision of mandatory negotiations and protection of workers in the case of 

collective redundancies or dismissals as a direct consequences of a merger, transfer, 
introduction of new technology, insolvency or restructuring, as well as the maintenance of 
existing workers’ rights and standards following any change in ownership; 

 
• Workers should have the right to bargain at various levels- plant, company and industry.  

Employers must agree on national level bargaining. 
 
12. Economic Rights: 
 
• The right for trade unions to participate in the social, economic and decision-making 

process at all levels (e.g. living wage, health and safety, social wage, taxation, education).  
There must be processes that strengthen negotiation and collective bargaining; 

 
• Trade union and workers rights’ must be guaranteed throughout the region to prevent both 

unscrupulous employers and governments from exploiting lower labour standards in the 
practice of “social dumping”, whereby companies move their operations to the countries 
where trade union rights are less respected and so labour costs are cheaper. 

 
• Participation in decisions on investments, retrenchments, restructuring, retooling and the 

introduction of new technology must involve the direct participation of the trade unions. 
 
13. Structural Adjustment: 
 
• Structural adjustment should form part of the tripartite discussions and that it is not an 

independent issue but part of the dismal and monetary policy and therefore, should be 
included in the Investment Code as a component of national economic policy. 

 
14. Economic Forum: 
 
• Economic Forum should have a tripartite character where decision making rests in the 

hands of the government, employers, and trade union representatives to decide when, 
there and what to be invested and distributed. 

 
• Investment in Southern Africa should be directed towards wealth and job creation, 

involving and imparting of entrepreneur skills to the citizens. 
 
15. Democratisation Process in Society: 



  

 
• Trade unions should take their rightful position in the democratisation process in society. 

This process should embrace the various spheres of life, including the political, economic 
and social developments. 

 
16. Gender Rights: 
 
• The end of discrimination based on sex; the strengthening of parental rights, and provision 

for proper health care and day care centres. These rights will allow women to take rightful 
position in all leadership structures of society. There should be an affirmative programme 
of action to upgrade skills and qualifications of women to take up strategic positions in all 
areas of social life including equal opportunities. 

 
17. Education and Training Rights: 
 
• The obligation of governments and employers, as well as trade unions, to contribute 

towards workers’ education and training, and skills development and upgrading, which is 
particularly important in the light of technical development. All workers should have the 
right to paid study leave. 

 
18. Supervisory Procedures: 
 
• The establishment of a supervisory procedure at national level, implemented by a tripartite 

body, whereby complaints concerning violation of basic human and trade union rights can 
be reviewed, examined and the ensuing recommendations made public and enforced; 

 
• Effective workers organisations’ access to all print and electronic media, with a guarantee 

of lack of bias in news coverage through accountability to a tripartite complaints 
procedure. 

 
19. Solidarity: 
 
• Solidarity must be fostered, encourage and promoted as an instrument of trade union co-

operation starting from the national level to regional international dimensions. 
 
20. Conclusion: 
 
• The onus for the implementation of these demands and objectives must lie with national 

governments, employers, trade union organisations and existing regional and national 
structures, as they carry responsibility for adopting social legislation, preventing “social 
dumping” and promoting equitable growth. 

 
 
♦ We declare that the above objectives are in the best interests of all the working people in 

Southern Africa, we pledge to struggle together for their full implementation.’ 
 


