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1.      Introduction 

The national union [NEHAWU] officially 
launched its first history book titled: “In the 
Belly of the Beast” which records in detail 
the history of the union in the last 30 years 
as a class oriented trade union with an 
internationalist character, a red transformative 
union, a fighting and militant trade union. 

This historic moment for NEHAWU coincided 
with our 12th National Congress convened 
under the theme “Strengthen workplace 
organisation to defend collective bargaining, 

deepen class consciousness and advance 
internationalism” 

The launch of the book underscores the stature 
of our union as a leading union in the struggle of 
workers and the working-class. The launching 
of the NEHAWU history book represents a 
long-awaited milestone for the union. 

Comrades, we have produced this Special 
Edition – History Book Launch: ‘In the Belly of 
the Beast”, to reflect the proceedings of that 
historic moment when the organisation finally 
launched its history book. 
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2. Keynote Address – Former President 
Cde. Mzwandile Makwayiba

Greetings to the National Office Bearers 
collective and the Former National Office 
Bearers

The Leadership of COSATU 

Leadership of SACP 

Comrade delegates 

Today, the national union launches its history 
book – ‘In the Belly of the Beast’. This is a 
proud moment for the union. I want to make 
an assertion that this book is the beginning of 
writing our history. We must continue writing 
our rich history as the union of Bheki Mkhize 
and Yure Mdyogolo. 

I was speaking to the Former General Secretary, 
Comrade Fikile ‘Slovo’ Majola, we spoke at 
length about the history of the union, going as 

far-back as the early nineties with the dismal 
of the former Ciskei ruler Oupa Gqozo, the 
dismal of the workers arising from the 1992, 
workers that were dismissed by TPA, dismal of 
the workers by the Free State Administration, 
the death of our founding General Secretary, 
and many other historic events that shaped 
our union. One thing that the book confirms to 
us is about the role played by many leaders in 
building this giant union, some of those leaders 
are present here in this launch. These are 
comrades who lead the union with distinction. 

The launch of the book is an achievement of 
the work done by different generations, in 
different times under different conditions. The 
union has come a long-way to be where we are 
as NEHAWU. As we make reflections of our 
history, we need to remember that in those 
days, the most important enemy of our people 
was the apartheid government and had to 
intensify the fight against that system. We are 
now operating under different conditions, in a 
democratic era with different struggles facing 
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us as workers. 

The union must continuously develop new 
strategies to defend our members as we can no 
longer use the strategies that we used during 
the apartheid regime era. Today conditions are 
totally different, today we are governed by laws 
that guarantee that workers in the workplace 
will be protected and the responsibility of 
providing protection to employees is amongst 
those that have employed workers. 

Comrades, as we launch this history, we need 
to ask questions as to what type of a country 
are we when workers were not provided 
with protection during the outbreak of the 
coronavirus pandemic [COVID-19]. The national 
union had to fight for the protection of our 
members and workers in general. What type 
of a government would not provide frontline 
workers with Personal Protective Equipment 
[PPEs]. Those entrusted with the responsibility 
in government, be it a Minister or Director-
General ought to take responsibility and 

accountability when workers are not provided 
with protection at the workplace. This is the 
reason why I have argued that the union needs 
to litigate against the Department of Health for 
all our members who got affected by COVID-19 
as a result of the department being negligent 
in handling the pandemic. 

Comrades, the union is launching its history 
book – ‘In the Belly of the Beast’ to tell a 
story about the struggles wages by the union. 
This book represents all the generations that 
have immensely contributed to the growth 
of the union as a red, fighting, militant and 
transformative union with a class-orientation. 
We must thank the leadership of the union and 
Chris Hani Institute for producing the long-
awaited NEHAWU Book – ‘In the Belly of the 
Beast’. 

Thank you very much

Amandla!
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3. A Narrative on ‘In the Belly of the 
Beast’ – Former General Secretary, 
Cde Fikile ‘Slovo’ Majola

Comrades, the first thing that we must do is 
to thank the current collective of the National 
Office Bearers [NOBs] for making sure that the 
union finally launches its history book – ‘In the 
Belly of the Beast’. 

The genesis of the titled of the book – ‘In the 
Belly of the Beast’ comes a long way. The 
General Secretary, Comrade Zola Saphetha, 
told me that there was a ranging discussion 
with regards to what should be the name of 
the book. That discussion can be traced as far 
back to previous leadership of the union. We 
are happy that ultimately with the decision to 
call the book – ‘In the Belly of the Beast’. 

There are two major things that have occurred 
in the life of the union along with several others 
ofcourse including amongst those the 1992 
national congress. When the union launched 
in 1987, comrades know that according to the 
law at that time there were not supposed to be 
trade unions in the public service or the broad 
public sector. Prior to the launch of the union, 
there were discussions in exile about launching 
a public sector union for specific tasks at hand 
against the Apartheid Regime. The people 
who led our union were leaders of the South 
African Allied Workers’ Union [SAAWU], who 
also happened to be underground operatives 
of South African Congress of Trade Unions 
[SACTU]. Our leaders who formed the union 
were leaders SAAWU including the founding 
General Secretary, Comrade Yure Mdyogolo 
who was an underground operative of both the 
African National Congress [ANC] and SACTU.
 
The first major thing to occur in the life of union 
was the strike of 1990, Comrade Sisa Njikelana, 

our Former General Secretary says that strike 
started in one institution and then spread like 
a veldfire across the country especially in the 
Bantustans, the former Bantustans at that time. 
The comrades who come from the Eastern Cape 
will remember that there was a large dismal of 
workers by Oupa Gqozo [Former Ruler of the 
then Ciskei]. That strike of 1990 was a difficult 
strike and this strike is the story of the book in 
the Belly of the Beast. 

The second strike in 1992, the union went on 
strike in one swoop and the apartheid regime 
responded by dismissing more than 10 000 
workers at a go. At that point, we had to stand 
back, because we really feared for the life of 
the union because it was the intention of the 
apartheid regime at that time to crush the 
union. However, because the union is of Bheki 
Mkhize and Yure Mdyogolo, we say we were 
born in the belly of the Apartheid Beast and 
we survived in the belly of the Apartheid Beast. 
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We are here today, with 279 000 members, 
we are the largest union of COSATU. That’s 
who were are as NEHAWU. There were many 
attempts to weaken and destroy the union but 
we survived. 

We have gone through many difficult moments 
that the leadership of the union at that time 
had genuinely feared whether the union would 
survive and it survived and that is the reason 
why this book is called ‘In the Belly of the 
Beast’, because we were born in the Belly of the 
Apartheid Beast and we survived. 

There was a time when comrades in COSATU 
said we could not be an affiliate but rather be a 
project in COSATU so that we are prepared to 
be an affiliate at a later stage. COSATU must 
be told that today the ‘Project’ is the largest 
affiliate of the Federation. That is how far we 
have come as NEHAWU. 

Comrades, we must also thank the leadership 
of the union for hosting the South African 
Communist Party [SACP] 100 Years Celebration. 
Comrades, when I arrived on the first day of the 
congress, I spoke with the Head of Education, 
Comrade Mandlana and posed a question about 
what happened to the Chris Hani Brigades – the 
political training of shopstewards. The union 
must go back to that programme. The current 
leadership will remember our explanation 
to the National Executive Committee at that 
time, on why that Brigade is important for the 
union. We decided to train worker-leaders at 
regional level in particular, so that the union 
has a layer, a cadreship layer inside the union 
of shopstewards, so that at any point when 
blood runs to the heads of leaders who seat in 
Johannesburg, the cadreship of shopstewards 
can say not with our union. 

They can only do that if they are political 

educated and ideologically trained. We know 
from time to time, blood does run to the heads 
of people because of the lights in Johannesburg. 
Where is President, Comrade Vusi Nhlapo? 
There was a time in the union when blood ran to 
our heads, the two of us at that time and had a 
fight in the union. When that fight stopped, the 
union had lost 50 000 members. The union, 
must therefore train a layer of shopstewards to 
guard the organisation. 

Speaking at the Special Congress of the union, 
we made a point about the challenges that 
have visited some of the COSATU Affiliates 
that are extremely weakened today. We said 
at the time, the unions were not weakened 
because the leadership was disagreeing on the 
strategic direction of the union, the political 
and ideological orientation. The reason for the 
weakening of those unions, it’s because they 
had started to develop a very toxic relationship 
with money. We told you comrades at that 
time that the leadership of the union were not 
angels but we would not dare allow the union 
to have such a toxic relationship with money. 
Secondly the Investment Company [NIH] was 
managed well and did not have that kind of 
money to flood the union with money. At the 
point that it happens, that’s the greatest threat 
– a toxic relationship with tons of cash running 
around a trade union. That will surely destroy 
the union. We have to be very careful with 
what we do. We must guard against that toxic 
relationship with money. 

Lastly, there’s an urgent need for critical unity 
of workers in the trade union movement. We 
want a large trade union movement so that 
when the chips are down, the only guarantee 
that workers have is a strong trade union 
movement – the last line of defence. The 
fundamental things is the unity of workers. 
Amandla! 



'STRENGTHEN WORKPLACE ORGANISATION TO DEFEND COLLECTIVE BARGAINING, DEEPEN CLASS 
CONSCIOUSNESS AND ADVANCE INTERNATIONALISM'. 

8

Special Edition - NEHAWU History Book Launch - In the Belly of the Beast  

4.    Process towards the Book Launch – 
Chris Hani Institute [CHI] Director, Dr 
Sithembiso Bhengu

‘In the Belly of the Beast’ is a culmination of a 
myriad of activities and processes to produce a 
narrative of the history of NEHAWU that best 
capture the spirit of the union and the masses 
of workers who form part of this great union.
NEHAWU’s history, its writing process and the 
story presented was initiated with a clear and 
intention of ensuring that it produces a story 
that accurately accounts the history of the 
union, as well as capture essential narrative of 
the story of this great RED union.

This book is a testament to both a 
methodological and writing perspective that 
is inductive, participative, biographical, while 
maintaining rigorous and critical analysis 

Initial Processes in NEHAWU Book Project

The initial conversations on the book project 
commenced in 2018 and thereafter the 
Institute and NEHAWU engaged on a proposed 
book writing concept and project plan 
submitted by CHI in March 2019. Immediately 
after the submission of the project plan, 
extensive engagements in framing composite 
understanding of the book writing project as a 
collaborative process unfolded. The Chris Hani 
Institute also incorporated the Strategic Policy 
Framework review and 10-year plan process 
in the book project. The Chris Hani Institute 
book outline was adopted by NEHAWU 
National Office Bearers and National Executive 
Committee by late 2019. 

Book Research Project Activities

In terms of the research project activities of the 
book, the institute used a two-fold approach 
that of secondary research and primary 



'STRENGTHEN WORKPLACE ORGANISATION TO DEFEND COLLECTIVE BARGAINING, DEEPEN CLASS 
CONSCIOUSNESS AND ADVANCE INTERNATIONALISM'. 

9

Special Edition - NEHAWU History Book Launch - In the Belly of the Beast  

research. The following is what constituted the 
two research aspects: 
Secondary Research: 
• Literature review and archival 

research, viz. Print media, NEHAWU 
archives, news clips, published 
literature and pictorials

• NEHAWU archives – review of 
NEHAWU Congress, CEC and 
organisational documents

Primary research: 
• Site visits to key provinces in the 

formative years of the union
• Constructive participation in NEHAWU 

SPF
• Interviews with General Secretaries 

and Presidents of the union
• Interviews with key underground 

SACTU at the formation of the union

Writing Process 

The writing process of the book entailed 
participative engagement with NEHAWU, 

scheduled quarterly writing update in 2019 
and 2020. Scheduled monthly writing update 
in 2021, scheduled weekly manuscript update 
between June and October 2021. There 
was constant interactive engagement with 
Secretariat and also the NEHAWU reading 
group. The Secretariat assigned readers – for 
chapters. The reading group was also tasked 
with reading the full draft manuscript. The 
writing process also entailed the institute 
crafting draft chapters and review - Part 1,2,3 
and Part 4. 

The challenge of Covid-19 and reworking 
project activities and timelines

The outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic 
brought about its own challenges to the work of 
the institute in relation to the book, as such the 
institute faced the challenge of COVID-19 and 
had to rework the project activities and timelines. 
The COVID-19 impact and its limitations in 
the project activities, for example site visits to 
provinces, visits and conversation with workers 
in key regions, especially during the formative 
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years of the union. These were ameliorated 
through copious work of document analysis, 
further archival work and cross-checking 
of existing literature, utilization of virtual 
platforms, especially for interviews done in 
2020. The NEHAWU Secretariat office played 
a significant role in assisting the institute with 
organising virtual sessions as well as recording 
of interviews and other activities, and also CHI 
interns were critical transcribing interviews and 
other recorded audio and video files. 

First draft chapters manuscript, review and 
revision

The Part I draft of the manuscript, viz. Prologue, 
Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 were a product of 
rigorous engagement between authors, and 
NEHAWU. This was an important process 
as Part I had to set the tone of the entire 
manuscript, especially in accuracy of accounts, 
as well as accuracy of capturing our Marxist-
Leninist (Congress) perspective.  Chapters 
2 – 6 were produced, reworked and revised 
in the first half of 2020. Chapters 7 – 9 were 
produced, reworked and revised in the second 
half of 2020. In November-December 2020, 
Chapter 10, Epilogue and Postscript drafts were 
completed and received comments, reviews 
from reference group. 

Towards Final Manuscript and Peer Review

The consolidation of composite chapters into 
a single coherent and cohesive manuscript 
was a very engaging process, taking into 
consideration comments and reviews from 
NEHAWU reference group. The authors had 
to balance engaging comments, on individual 
chapters to integrate our work of consolidating 
a complete manuscript i.e. difference between 
chapter compositions of a book edition vis-à-vis 
chapters in a monograph. Three draft revisions 

on the manuscript between March and July 
2021 were produced. There was a process of 
a Peer Review which is an essential process in 
any intellectual production and for that process 
there were three Peer Reviewers. Significant 
reviewer comments and consolidation in 
revising, especially Part I. 

Publication Machinery 

The original plan entailed a publication 
agreement with UNISA Press to publish the 
book. The UNISA Press Process had delays 
which resulted in the book being published by 
Chris Hani Institute. The publication process 
followed a rigorous triple peer review by 
respectable academics and activists, extensive 
editing by CHI Publications and external 
editor, copy design and layout, intensive 
review, revisions, editing of the manuscript and 
printing of the book by Shereno Printers. 

What does this book mean?

This book is an account of the history of 
NEHAWU for the current and future members 
to appreciate historical roots of this militant 
union, its working-class base. This book is an 
important resource and contribution to labour 
history and labour studies literature. The book 
expands existing body of work, especially in 
debates on history and analysis of trade unions 
in South Africa. This book will also serve as a 
reference for future studies on public service 
workers. For the Chris Hani Institute, this work 
provides a case for the working-class to record 
their own stories and narratives. Institutions 
like CHI have capacity to undertake. 
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5.   A reflection on the book through the 
review process - Senior Researcher 
Centre for Education Rights and 
Transformation, Dr Mondli Hlatswayo

Firstly, let me thank the leadership of NEHAWU 
for having initiated this intellectual work of 
writing and publishing a book about the history 
of the union. 

It’s really impressive precisely because the book 
is written by relative the younger generation 
of leaders in the union. We must also thank 
comrades from the Chris Hani Institute for 
producing a book of high quality standard. 
We really must appreciate the union for 
thinking about this project, because in the 
current conditions most union do not preoccupy 
themselves thinking about intellectual projects 
such as this project that NEHAWU embarked 
about to reflect its own history. 

Comrades, the book makes a considerable 
contribution to the field of labour studies and 

labour history, using original sources such 
as the interviews conducted with current and 
former leaders of the unions, who witnessed 
events as they were unfolding. The book also 
summarises the challenges faced by the Union 
and records the victories that were achieved, 
particularly during strikes and other forms of 
collective action.

The main strength of the whole book is that it 
tells a story that has never been told before. 
NEHAWU is one of the biggest unions in South 
Africa today, but even leading labour scholars 
do not understand how this was achieved and 
the contribution of the Union to the broader 
liberation struggle is often ignored. The book 
also summarises victories and setbacks suffered 
by the Union in its journey to becoming a giant. 
Once again, let me congratulate NEHAWU and 
Chris Hani Institute for writing this important 
history.

Amandla!
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6. ‘In the Belly of the Beast’ Unveiling – 
General Secretary, Cde Zola Saphetha 

The book, “In the Belly of the Beast”, narrates 
the history of the rise of our union under 
difficult conditions during the last decade of 
Apartheid System during the push towards 
a democratic transition and the subsequent 
transformative agenda in the post-apartheid 
era. This is a story of resilience and sacrifice by 
both workers and worker-leaders. 

While highlighting the difficulties in organising 
in the public sector under apartheid, the book 

celebrates some milestones and presenting a 
critical appraisal on building the organisation 
as well as some of its growing pains. 

The book also highlights the contribution of the 
union in post-apartheid reforms in the state 
administration, healthcare, social welfare, and 
in post-schooling and tertiary education sectors 
respectively. The debates advanced in this are 
significant debates in society, particularly for 
developing nations. NEHAWU’s history is best 
placed in accounting for these transformations 
– at least from the perspective of workers. 
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Since this history book is a result of thorough 
research and meticulous methodology, it is 
a contribution to the growing collection of 
written texts of literature in South African 
History of Labour Movement. This is against 
the background that the written history of the 
labour movement in South Africa, is a contested 
terrain. Therefore, this book consciously gives 
a voice to the workers; whose toil, struggles, 
aspirations, successes, and shortcomings it 
seeks to depict. 

This work, also correctly characterises 
NEHAWU as a RED union that is now a leading 

member of the leftist World Federation of 
Trade Unions [WFTU], and an affiliate of our 
federation, COSATU, which is part of the long-
standing Congress Alliance. This, on its own 
has contradictions that the book expresses in a 
very novel way. 

It is crucial that we mention the unique position 
of NEHAWU, which had to organise within the 
apartheid administration itself – that is, in the 
belly of the beast. It is the combination of some 
of these experiences of working underground, 
and forging links with liberation movements in 
exile that resulted in the militancy of NEHAWU 
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– a union born of struggle. 

The book structure is written and organised in 
the following manner: 

Prologue – Providing an introductory summary 
of narrative on the history of NEHAWU. 

Chapter 1 – Fighting Apartheid: The history of 
formative years of NEHAWU under apartheid 
state. 

Chapter 2 – Workers Unite: outlining different 
working-class and revolutionary struggle 
forces that coalesced towards the formation of 
the union. 

Chapter 3 – The struggle is our History: 
narrates ideological and political debates on 
the development of worker struggles in South 
Africa in labour history and public discourse. 

Chapter 4 – Towards Reconstruction and 
Transformation: an outline of NEHAWU’s role 
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during the transition era, both during political 
negotiations leading to the 1994 breakthrough, 
and in the inaugural democratic administration. 

Chapter 5 – International Solidarity: record of 
history of NEHAWU’s Internationalism and its 
campaigns. 

Chapter 6 – Public Sector in a Changing 
Environment: records public service 
transformation in the democratic era. 

Chapter 7 – Building a Gender Sensitive Union: 
recording the gender struggles and advances 
in NEHAWU

Chapter 8 – Health and Welfare Sector: it 
records key developments in the health and 
welfare sector transformation and role of 
union. 

Chapter 9 – Higher [and post-schooling] 
Education Sector: it records key developments 
in the higher education sector transformation 
and the role of the union. 

Chapter 10 – Facing Labour Dynamics: it 
records transformation challenges brought 
by neoliberalism and neo-managerialism, 
pointing to future struggles of the union in 
changing world of work. 

Epilogue – Concluding remarks 

Postscript – Development between the 11th 
Congress and present 
Another valuable contribution of this is its 
focus on transformation. For NEHAWU, the 
transformation of the public service had to 
be aligned with South Africa’s struggle of the 
National Democratic Revolution [NDR], to build 
a transformed post-apartheid democratic 
society. On this basis, as a public sector union, 

NEHAWU has contributed immensely to both 
policy and legislative reforms, as well to the 
restructuring of public service administration in 
the democratic era. The book also demonstrates 
that relations between labour and the state in 
the successive post-apartheid administrations 
have not always been cordial – evidenced by 
some of the long-standing public sector strikes 
in the post-democratic dispensation. 

This book is important as it contributes to the 
literature on the trade union organisational 
development, and in particular, issues around 
internal democracy, worker control, gender 
parity, worker solidarity, and combining 
workplace struggles with community 
struggles. In a way, NEHAWU is also a product 
of progressive internationalist solidarity, 
and has, in turn, led in solidarity struggles – 
particularly with Cuba, Palestine, Saharawi, 
Kurdish, Eswatini, Venezuela and the Basque 
people. The book records this history of 
progressive internationalism in the union from 
its formation, also recording how NEHAWU 
has become a leading voice of working-class 
internationalism. 

Finally, this book’s strength lies in giving a voice 
to the workers to narrate their history. This is 
why the book in intentionally written using 
lexicon that makes it resourceful to academic 
intellectuals and students in labour history, 
while accessible to workers and ordinary 
readers alike. The story weaves individual 
narratives, group biographies, philosophical 
and ideological debates, as well as a critique 
of public administration, healthcare, social 
welfare, and post-schooling [higher] education. 

It is, therefore, a must read for all!!!
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