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An investigation into the role of trade unions in servicing their gay and lesbian membership: The case of South Africa and COSATU. 
Extended Abstract for the Equal Opportunities in the Workplace Conference in Istanbul, Turkey.  Stream 9.
Historically South African trade unions’ identity politics have focused on issues of race and gender (meaning women not sexuality). The struggle against apartheid mobilized a ‘social movement unionism’ that extended the traditional role of the trade union as one representing and servicing workers only, to a broader social justice movement. The culmination of the struggle against apartheid was the new democratic South Africa in 1994 and its constitution. This constitution touted as one of the most progressive in the world, endorses a non sexist, non racial and non-homophobic ethos. The trade union movement, particularly in the form of Confederation of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), contributed significantly to these ideals of this constitution. COSATU in particular has endorsed its commitment to non racialism and non sexism. 
Historically the main South African union membership consisted of urban African male factor workers. This type of worker and union member is on the decline and the federation has to increasingly pay attention to other kinds of workers. These include young people, temporary workers and informal sector workers.  It is within this context that much of the serious academic work on the state on unionism in South Africa has focused on COSATU’s changing membership, its ability to service this changing membership and its relevance to the South African labour market. 

However a survey of the literature indicates that in the fields of industrial relations and industrial psychology and industrial sociology, work on South African trade unions and the identity of their changing memberships has focused exclusively on three identities: race, gender and class. Sexuality and the ability of the union to service the needs of gay and lesbian workers or even federation attitudes to gay and lesbian members is notable by its absence. 
Despite the federation commitment against homophobia, it has remained silent on a number of important gay and lesbian issues in South Africa, such as gay marriage, the raping of lesbians in townships to ‘cure them’ and discrimination against gay people in the workplace. Given rampant homophobia on the African continent, COSATUs commitment against homophobia at both the discursive and practical level will lend much needed impetus in the struggles for both workers and human rights on the continent. 
The aim of this project is to:

1. Assess the validity of COSATU’S commitment to non homophobia in the workplace.
2. Assess how this commitment can be translated into practice at the shopfloor and workplace level.

3. Provide a challenge to the dominant heterosexist discourse of labour studies and industrial sociology in South Africa.
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