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Abstract 
This paper reviews the public policy thinking available to transforming countries 
like South Africa in the course of fundamental changes to their employment 
relations systems. Four possible pathways, labelled neo-liberalism, pluralism, 
corporatism and elitism and devised in the spirit of “middle-range” theorising, are 
identified as offering possible solutions to the dilemmas and constraints faced. 
This framework is used to explore the particular policy route taken by South 
Africa, post liberation. The paper ends with a discussion of unresolved dilemmas 
that might prompt policy change, again using South Africa as a case study. 

At the core of this paper is an attempt to codify employment relations policy choices in 
transforming countries like South Africa. Analysis is in the spirit of “middle-range” 
theorising, being neither empirically grounded nor highly abstract (Hyman 1994:169). 
Although such modelling has been criticised as being no more than “multifactor 
hypothesising”, weak in explanatory power (Kelly 1998:22-23), it is still worth 
undertaking if only because it helps establish benchmarks with which to compare newly 
democratised or liberalised economies. Here, however, its main value is in helping 
identify not merely the preferences of South African reformers after the ”negotiated 
revolution” that terminated apartheid rule in 1994 (Adam & Moodley 1993:59-70), but 
also those options that were explicitly or implicitly rejected, but which may become 
relevant in future. 

The modelling identifies various strategic pathways open to policy makers. Each 
pathway represents an “ideal type” based on “hypothetically conceived interests” and a 
“hypothetically conceived rationality” of choice and action, albeit within a context of 
structural constraints and ideological underpinnings (see Crouch 1977:12-13). Messy 
reality yields precedence to deliberate, stylised simplification. In particular, the extent to 
which national leaders enjoy a strategic choice, based on “rationality and calculus” 
(Poole 1986:13), is exaggerated, while the extent to which they remain prisoners of 
their political, economic and social past and present is somewhat diminished. 

While using this method himself, Crouch warns (1977:13) that these typological 
constructs require “arbitrary and false distinctions” to be made and so work best when 
viewed as extreme cases. Transforming economies, too, might be regarded as extreme 
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cases and therefore such modelling would seem particularly appropriate in shedding 
light on their employment relations reforms. At least at the initial point of transformation, 
whether from communism, apartheid, dictatorship or authoritarian one-party rule, a new 
government has the opportunity to replace collapsed or discredited labour institutions 
with some preferred ideal structure intended to deal with competing interests and 
values and to resolve dilemmas. Even so, this moment of strategic choice may be 
fleeting. It may be that the ideal proves inappropriate in practice sooner or later, failing 
to smooth economic adjustment or secure industrial peace. It may be that previously 
rejected pathways become attractive as alternative solutions. These possibilities are 
also explored.  

Accordingly, the paper is organised along the following lines. First, public policy 
dilemmas faced by those overhauling or replacing existing employment relations 
arrangements are discussed. Commentary follows on the framework itself - a map by 
which particular pathways are identified and policy preferences highlighted. The 
framework is then used to illuminate the specific policy direction taken by the new 
South Africa en route from the apartheid labour relations system. The paper ends with 
a discussion of the possibilities of subsequent shifts in direction to tackle unresolved or 
new problems. The tension between these ideal types and the intrusion of constraints 
and dilemmas is acknowledged throughout. 

Globalisation 
As a precursor to building the employment relations policy models, this section 
presents a “framework of dilemmas” (Crouch 1977: 41) that shape reformers’ thinking 
when choosing between alternative solutions. Prime among these is the likely impact of 
globalisation, a phenomenon that postdated Crouch’s analysis cited above. The extent 
to which globalised, liberal markets allow variation in both economic and employment 
relations systems at national level has long been a matter of debate within advanced 
countries (see, for example, Albert 1993; Dore, Lazonick & O'Sullivan 1999; Hall & 
Soskice 2001; Traxler, Blaschke & Kittel 2001; Turner 2001). The crux of the issue is 
whether “organised”, highly institutionalised arrangements are sustainable or whether 
international competition demands an “unorganised” market orientation (see Traxler et 
al. 2001:10-22). The essential difference between the two is that collective relations 
occupy centre stage in the former, while individualised relations predominate in the 
latter.  

In concrete terms, the debate has concerned the rivalry between the Anglo-Saxon 
and European varieties of capitalism (see, for example, Soskice 1990b:176-197; 
2000:101-112), but is equally relevant for transforming economies. The dilemma 
involves whether the market flexibility produced by atomised systems, in which unions 
are marginalised, workers take their chances in a competitive labour market, and 
employers are reluctant to cooperate with each other, can be matched in efficiency by 
more coordinated systems, in which strong unions play an influential role in 
institutionalised labour markets, workers enjoy extensive employment rights, and 
employers act collectively on, say, wages and training (Soskice 2000:103-107). For 
transforming states the dilemma is particularly acute. The need to win the approval of 
inward investors may push them towards the Anglo-Saxon solution of market 
liberalisation, while domestic pressures for equality and justice may pull them towards 
greater coordination and regulation (Donnelly & Dunn 2006). 
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Policy dilemmas: order and state intervention 
Following from the above, the basic policy dilemma (organised versus unorganised 
capitalism) boils down to the problem of “order”. States exist to maintain economic, 
political and social order within a defined geographical area. However, orderliness can 
be pursued in many ways. At one extreme is the totalitarian solution, as in the old 
Soviet Union, where the state owned everything, controlled everything and used 
violence to impose discipline.  This is only marginally relevant here and indeed for 
many transforming economies represents exactly what they have escaped from (see, 
for example, Ashwin & Clark 2003). At the other end of the continuum, and highly 
relevant, is the market liberal, laissez-faire, unorganised ideal where the state stands 
back and allows free markets to provide discipline, allocating resources and distributing 
rewards and punishments with an ”invisible hand” (Hayek 1960). The trouble is that in 
reality free markets are not natural to human beings. Therefore, to maintain their 
orderly functioning, the state cannot be passive. Its citizens’ desire to reduce market 
uncertainty by establishing monopolies and cartels, joining trade unions and pressure 
groups, and demanding a “social protectorate” (Oakeshott 1992:363-83) for those 
harmed by economic circumstances needs to be suppressed or at least manipulated. A 
free economy of this type requires a strong state (Gamble 1988). In transforming 
countries, the necessary suppression may violate the values and aspirations of an 
expectant population and therefore in itself be a source of major disorder.  Passive-
aggressive behaviour on the part of the state is a risky option. Rather, the question for 
reformers is how far should the state intervene in the market to satisfy national 
economic imperatives, discrete business demands and citizens’ hopes? 

One answer is to take the line of least resistance and allow essentially “voluntarist” 
arrangements to develop between employers and workers (Flanders 1974). This entails 
a loose legal framework within which an employment relations system can grow 
organically without any presumption that it will be largely collective or largely 
individualistic, or indeed any presumption about the balance of power that might 
emerge between capital and labour. Whereas the neo-liberal state is passive-
aggressive, here the state is passive-indulgent. The risk, therefore, is that the system 
may become disorderly. For example, voluntarism may produce fragmented, diverse 
and contradictory arrangements, it may favour the strong over the weak and may 
produce economic outcomes, such as inflation or inequality, that, being hard to control, 
undermine government credibility, either at home or in the international financial 
community. 

Reformers may therefore be tempted to design an employment relations system in 
which the state is more active and in which outcomes appear more controllable. In 
labour relations the key question of the role of collective bargaining inevitably arises. 
Conceivably, if the right of association is defined merely in terms of workers, and 
indeed employers, being permitted to form and join a collective organisation, the 
possibility is that an incoherent kaleidoscope of arrangements will emerge. For 
example, India is estimated to have 65 000 trade unions (Badigannavar 2006:203). 
Tractability may therefore require a more extensive definition of how the right of 
association should be exercised. On the one hand fragmented unions, confined to 
individual companies, may be attractive in terms of “divide and rule”. But the outcomes 
of many small bargains, coupled with the problem of leapfrogging, may unsettle the 
labour market. So, policies that help trade unions overcome their free rider problems 
and mould themselves into “encompassing organisations”, representing extensive 
groups of workers may, where unions are potentially strong, offer certain advantages to 
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the state. For example, when union leaders represent whole industries or are involved 
in national federations, they may be more sympathetic to the national interest than if 
their focus is on local deals in single companies (see, for example, Dunn 1995:250; 
after Olsen 1965; Offe & Wiesenthal 1980). Very similar arguments can be applied to 
employers, except that “associability”, the willingness to join others in collective 
decisions and action, may be more elusive than among the union movement because 
of the competitive nature of business. 

Such an approach to the problem of order presents a further dilemma. How far 
should employers and unions be invited into the process of public policy formulation 
itself? Should the state keep them at arm’s length, confining them to activities relating 
directly to their own industries? If not, should their involvement at national level be 
informal and ad hoc or be founded on a more structured and regularised tripartism, a 
“social dialogue” among “social partners”, intended to produce labour market outcomes 
that dovetail with macroeconomic policy (Harcourt & Wood 2003:87; Streeck & 
Kenworthy 2005). In either case, but particularly in the latter case, a quandary arises 
about the kind of concessions the state has to make to secure cooperation and the 
extent to which social dialogue violates the sovereignty of parliament. 

Finally, there is the issue of “articulation” (Crouch 1993: 54-5 and 258-60). If national 
and industry level accords and agreements are considered the key to orderly 
employment relations, how far should the state delve into the workplace to achieve 
compliance? Should managers and employees be free to set their own bargaining 
agendas, which may produce unpredictable and inconvenient results that challenge the 
authority of their representatives at higher levels? Or should public policy limit the 
scope for conflict on the shop floor by sponsoring or requiring in-company 
arrangements that are confined to local interpretation and implementation of deals 
handed down from above? In other words, how neatly should the system fit together 
from top to bottom and how much state coercion is required to achieve it? 

Policy discretion for transforming states 
Having identified the dilemmas preoccupying labour relations reformers, we can now 
focus on the strategic choices (however constrained) available to them. Figures 1 and 2 
tabulate these policy bundles, moving from an individualised, unorganised, 
uncoordinated market orientation through to a highly collectivised, organised and 
coordinated strategy.  As stated previously, this stylised portrayal amounts to an 
updating of Crouch’s original depiction of ”ideal-typical formulations” that lie on a 
continuum, with ”neo-liberalism” and ”elitism” at the extremes, and the intermediate 
possibilities of liberal ”pluralism” and voluntary ”corporatism” in between (Crouch 
1977:27-41). Omitted is any reference to a monolithic strategy of the communist 
variety, which in previous eras would have stood at a polar extreme, beyond 
corporatism and elitism. 
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Policy Orientation 
(model) 

 Structural properties/defining 
characteristics 

 Desirable/likely outcomes 

1 ‘neo-liberalism’ 
(unorganised) [individual 
market relations] 

 
 
 

• business-friendly 
policies/market-orientated law 

• minimal labour standards & 
protection rights 

• weak organising rights/limited 
freedom to associate 

• individualised contractual 
relations  

• market relations enforced by 
laissez-faire, but passive-
aggressive state 

 
 

• minimal state intervention in labour 
markets 

• ‘light touch’ labour market regulation 
• high individualism/ low collectivism 
• labour commodification / market 

discipline 
• low associability/weak union voice 
• little or no collective bargaining  
• uncoordinated economy /no articulation 

2 ‘pluralism’ 
  (weakly organised) 

[collective relations] 

 
 
 

• basic organising & recognition 
rights (voluntarism) 

• adequate protection rights / core 
labour standards 

• (decentralised) single-employer 
bargaining 

• crisis interventionism/ ‘spheres 
of influence’ 

• few non-market institutions (eg: 
dispute resolution) 

 
 

• disorganised collec ive relations 
• joint regulation (workplace 

agreements) 
• bargaining fragmentation (enterprise-

level) 
• work-based representation & 

organisation 
• some union-free employers / sectors 
• low ‘associability’/ union affiliation 
• some pattern bargaining effect  
• slight macro-co-ordination / articulation 

3 ‘corporatism’ 
(organised) 

 [institutional relations] 

 
 
 

• enlightened corporatism /social 
(‘peak’) dialogue  

• extensive protection rights/ 
norm-setting labour standards 

• strong organising & 
representational rights 

• co-determination (sectoral 
bargaining & workplace 
consultation) 

• state as active ‘social partner’ 
and framework facilitator 

 
 

• organised collective relations/ political 
voice 

• bargained consensus/policy bargaining 
• enabling legislation/extended 

agreements 
• high associability/strong union 

affiliation 
• cooperative and coordinated 

bargaining 
• some macro-co-ordination / articulation 

4 ‘elitism’ (highly 
organised) 

 [oligarchic relations] 

 
 
 

• state corporatism/one-party rule 
• co-optation and incorporation of 

elite leaderships 
• monopolis ic interest 

representation 
• iron law of oligarchy/enforced 

unity 
• ‘hollow shell’ non-market 

institutions/processes 

 
 
 

• centralised and bureaucratised 
relations 

• state coercion/elite (‘peak’) accords  
• restricted protections / state discipline 
• forced associability & affiliation  
• ‘phoney’ centralised bargaining/ weak 

voice 
• high macro-co-ordination/ weak 

articulation 

Figure 1 
Reforming Labour Relations: Ideal-Type Policy Directions 

for ‘Transforming’ States 
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on workers’ and union rights would not be incompatible with this pathway. But such lip 
service is also compatible with official discouragement of collective bargaining, 
especially above the level of the company, and with official rejection of unions and 
employers’ associations as potential social partners (see, for example, Crouch 1997:29; 
Ludlam, Wood, Heery & Taylor 2003: 609). Nevertheless, a democratic state taking the 
neo-liberal route is under constant pressure, via the ballot box, inter-party debate, 
political lobbying and the behaviour of its citizens to compromise the purity of its choice. 
The government’s continuing dilemma is how far coercion, or indeed just refusing to 
listen to complaints, can be employed to squeeze out this kind of dissent. 

“Pluralism” 
It is evident that the neo-liberal model requires a vigilant and occasionally aggressive 
state to guard the free market. The pluralist bundle of policies, by contrast, is based on 
a pragmatic acceptance that market forces are likely to be modified by collective action 
and that the state’s task is to manage these intrusions, not suppress them. Such 
management would include statutory recognition procedures that help determine where 
collective bargaining should or should not exist, careful design of the right to strike or 
lock out to limit collateral damage, and arbitration and conciliation services to resolve 
disputes. It would also extend, on the grounds of fairness, to a battery of individual 
employment rights, conceded under political pressure to protect workers from 
capricious management where unions fail to do so (Howell 2004).  

In the abstract, therefore, the state limits its coercive role, preferring to help the 
parties reconcile their differences and interceding only reluctantly when deadlocks 
reach crisis point such that the wider public good is placed in jeopardy. Unions and 
employers are not considered “creatures of the state”, enjoying as they do an 
independence of organisation and freedom of action (Crouch 1977:31-32). As a 
consequence, their capacity to shape labour regulation is limited by the absence of any 
formal and regularised access to policy-making circles. Even so, business and labour 
do not necessarily lack political influence. Competitive lobbying via informal networks 
within the state apparatus effects policy outcomes favourable to their constituencies.  
Another defining characteristic of this orientation is a propensity for the state to see the 
relationship between organised labour and business as ”voluntarist” in nature, with a 
legal status to match. Policy is neither ideologically opposed nor favourable to collective 
relations, but rather accepts their pragmatic virtues. Neither unions nor employers 
receive especially favourable treatment from the state when it comes to augmenting 
their organising and representational powers. Even-handedness and striking the right 
balance between competing interests is the espoused rhetoric behind political 
decisions. Accordingly, both policy and regulation are directed at maintaining a system 
of checks and balances and providing a buffer against abuses of market power 
perpetrated by either side. This means that no “monopoly of representation” is 
endorsed by the state, but rather, “an organisational market of free choice” exists 
(Schmitter 1974:96). 

As voluntarism is considered one of pluralism’s key features and therefore diverse 
arrangements are a result, ideal-typical analysis is now used to impose a standard 
pattern that helps differentiate among the four pathways. Although pluralism does not 
preclude industry-wide bargaining or indeed little bargaining at all, if it is assumed that 
workers make headway through their own mobilisation at shop floor level, the result 
would likely be decentralised bargaining at workplace or enterprise level (Traxler 
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2003a:6-7). This also suggests that pluralistic relationships between employer and 
worker representatives are likely to be “adversarial”, the product of conflict and 
capitulation over managerial prerogative (Edwards 1986:5).  

One result of employer freedom neither to associate nor recognise unions is that 
there will always be workplaces, enterprises and whole industries that are essentially 
union-free and bargaining-exempt. Such diversity leads to variable labour standards, 
conditional upon employment terms being decided through either individual or collective 
settlement. The consequences are twofold. First, each zone, union and non-union, in 
competition with others, may produce economic inefficiencies (Freeman & Medoff 
1984). Second, the differential labour costs created by discrete bargaining outcomes at 
company or workplace level are likely to inhibit concerted action by employers’ 
associations, while union parochialism limits the influence of national federations.  

What small degree of coordination there is, stems from pattern bargaining.  Important 
company deals may set a norm that others follow - a muted “cartelization effect” 
(Traxler 2003b:198-199). This trait, together with ad hoc and sporadic dialogue at the 
national level, often to tackle a crisis, produces a weak and fortuitous, rather than a 
strong and intentional, coordinated market.  Yet, although the state may find it difficult 
to influence the thousands of bargaining units, politicians may derive solace from the 
hope that fragmented bargaining allows greater labour flexibility than in a more 
centralised system. This constitutes a “Third Way” between unorganised and organised 
markets (see Howell 2004). 

“Corporatism” 
Justification for a corporatist approach to employment relations often starts with 
criticism of the kind of liberal pluralism described above. Notably, the free play of 
fragmented and selfish collective forces, supposedly pursuing private goals in the 
labour market, produces public consequences that the state has difficulty in handling 
(Streeck 1992). One example would be wage spiralling, another might be labour supply 
distortions between the union and non-union sectors.  The bundle of policies included 
here as corporatist are intended to encourage unions and employers’ groups to regard 
employment relations as a public, not a private, activity and therefore to consider the 
wider impact of their bargaining activities. The incentives for doing so are certain 
collective goods from which everybody can gain, such as an improved wage against 
jobs trade off, smoother technological innovation, more extensive training, and a more 
predictable future in terms of job security and labour costs (Soskice 1990b:193-208). In 
addition, those leaders involved enjoy the prize of prestige, comfort and security for 
themselves and their organisations under the aegis of the state (Crouch 1995:313-321). 
Accordingly, collaborative relations are perceived to be mutually reinforcing for all 
parties over time.  

Corporatist institutions can operate at a number of levels: nation, industry and 
enterprise (see Baccaro 2003:683-684) and their efficacy depends on the relationship 
between these levels. To some this implies a monopolistic, hierarchical, structure of 
representation for workers and employers capable of disciplining their members, as 
described in the next section (see, for example, Schmitter 1974:97). To others, a less 
authoritarian, looser set of relationships can still produce corporatist behaviour, 
provided both sides act cohesively under the guidance of the state (Baccaro 2002a; 
Molina & Rhodes 2002). The latter argument is important here because it emphasises 
corporatism as a component of democracy, not a threat to it. Thus, commentators refer 
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to “associational cohesion”, founded on sensitive rulemaking, trust and a clear division 
of responsibility (see Vatta 1999:246 and 260). They also refer not to top-down 
imposition, but to “deliberative mechanisms” based on “democracy and discussion” that 
ensures that interest coordination operates and policy consensus materialises (Baccaro 
2003:685-686). They see a more fragmented, yet coordinated, institutional voice 
amounting to a form of “associational democracy” (Baccaro 2002b; Hirst 1994). The 
impression is of networking, writ large. 

Be that as it may, corporatism or “social concertation” entails political exchanges 
between state, capital and labour representatives, and therefore the various sides 
ultimately have to be able to deliver their part of the bargain. So a degree of 
hierarchical control is necessary. Certainly, corporatist logic tends to imply an 
articulated system. A national forum bereft of any substructure at sector or company 
level, for instance, would be adrift. To take an example, conventionally, such national 
bargaining entails business and state representatives reaching settlements with labour 
counterparts over wage moderation in return for policy concessions elsewhere (see 
Hassel 2003:707-708). More recently, this quid pro quo has been extended to cover 
welfare, employment and other labour market reforms as a means of spreading the 
burden of economic adjustment (Hassel 2003:719-722). Clearly, implementing such 
agreements requires the cooperation of the people below. So, multi-employer 
bargaining would offer a means of disseminating decisions or translating them into a 
form suitable for specific industries.  

In short, while pluralist policies leave the employment relations system to itself, 
corporatism requires avid institution building and maintenance (Traxler 2003b:200; 
2003c:144-5 and 152-3; 1998:219-23). In particular, the state is likely to be concerned 
with the strength of trade unions and employers’ associations as ”encompassing 
organisations”, nationally and by sector, and want to protect them and the agreements 
they make from free riders and defectors and enhance their organising capacity. One 
way is to impose codified extension rules that render collective agreements binding not 
only on union members and affiliated businesses but on the unaffiliated as well (Traxler 
1998:213; 2003a:20-21). However, such a possibility may be limited by the need for the 
state not to be seen as overly coercive. 

In ideal-typical terms, the logical link between national “pacting” and industry 
bargaining has been suggested. But what about the workplace? One problem alluded 
to earlier is that encouraging another, disparate, tier of bargaining below industry level 
runs the risk that messages from above will become garbled and that outcomes will not 
be as anticipated. Yet merely to impose decisions made above upon workers and 
managers violates the spirit of social dialogue. Therefore, social partnership is 
extended down to individual companies through codetermination forums in which 
employees can be informed about and consulted over those business decisions that 
impact directly on their work and employment and can have some “voice” in how 
change is to be implemented. Such forums or “works councils” are intended to draw 
workers into the corporatist apparatus and to win their consent They are, as it were, the 
final cog in an articulated system that links multi-tiered, distinct, yet complementary and 
mutually reinforcing, bodies (after Crouch 1993:54-55 and 258-60).  

The final point to make here is that while the state’s role is to shape the corporatist 
infrastructure, a delicate relationship exists between legal compulsion and voluntary 
compliance. The preference is for employment law that “enables”, rather than compels, 
organised labour and business, and indeed individual companies and workers, to 
engage fully with what is on offer. Hence, commentators usually characterise such 
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corporatism as either “bargained” or “social” (Crouch 1993: 38-47; Schmitter 1974), not 
least as a way of maintaining distance from the kind of state corporatism that is here 
referred to as authoritarian “elitism”. 

“Elitism” 
For the purposes of this article, elitism is corporatism shorn of its “social” or “negotiated” 
modifiers. However, this does not imply a totalitarian state.  Rather, state control over 
labour relations depends on a network of elite relationships, forged between the ruling 
authority and a highly disciplined labour movement and business community, kept in 
line by the carrot and the stick. Often in order to further an ambitious programme of 
economic development or reconstruction, the state is wont to intervene, directly or 
using trade unions and employers’ groups as its agents, in economic activity under the 
guise of a public interest duty. The state’s espoused role is to intercede frequently in 
ways that replace private interest conflict with a unity of purpose towards some 
superordinate goal of national prosperity.  

Thus, “elitism” demands that organised business and labour forego their own 
sectional interests in favour of serving the nation, as mediated by the ruling party. The 
state alone decrees what is deemed to be the public good such that only private 
interests compatible with those of the state are afforded legitimacy (after Crouch 
1977:35). In this way, oligarchic leaderships, sponsored by the state, arise within both 
labour and business and begin making decisions “for the good of all”. They act as 
“agents of control” to ensure that any decisions taken are duly observed by individual 
companies and workers (Dabscheck 1983:500). Accordingly, an “enforced unity” is 
imposed on ordinary members of unions and employers’ associations by means of a 
tripartite structure, possibly after some limited political exchange between the higher 
echelons -- over the heads of those below (Crouch 1977:39).  

As a reward for their compliance, worker and employer bodies are licensed by the 
state and thus guaranteed a “representational monopoly” (Schmitter 1974:97). 
However, this is at considerable cost to their autonomy in terms of representing diverse 
sectional interests. Those enjoying such representational privileges become 
increasingly reliant on the state for their continued existence and authority (Schmitter 
1974:102-105). The bargaining that does take place between labour and business only 
mirrors decisions passed down from on high where, at best, only private negotiations 
among the politically powerful are tolerated (Giles 1989:141). Beneath, strong 
legislation and official union influence are used to stifle dissent within the workplace 
and protect managerial prerogative (after Przeworski as cited in Webster & Adler 1999).  

The dilemma here is whether such a system could be called democratic and 
therefore whether it could survive in tandem with democracy. Conceivably, elitism could 
be underpinned by populism, charismatic leadership, the dominance of one political 
party and lack of coherent opposition. The ability of the oligarchy to manipulate the 
electoral process, mobilise support and starve opponents of resources could preserve 
at least a veneer of electoral choice.   

“Corporatism” and South Africa 
Looking at the four ideal types above, South Africa’s transition might ostensibly be seen 
as being from one “organised” employment relations system to another – from 
idiosyncratic apartheid-based elitism to an inclusive corporatism that would underpin 
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the broader process of democratic nation-building (Webster & Adler 1999:358-65; 
Habib 1997:58-62; Macun & Webster 1998:47; Schreiner 1994:10-18). This transition 
was eased by the familiarity gained during last-ditch attempts by the old apartheid 
regime, before it capitulated, to incorporate opposition leaders. In short, a proto-
corporatism had existed before liberation and therefore the ANC’s preference for 
tripartism was not a complete step into the unknown (Friedman & Shaw 2000:193-203; 
Gostner & Joffe 2000:76-9; Wood & Harcourt 1998:85). Even so, choosing the 
corporatist pathway was not what transforming states were encouraged to do in 1994 – 
free market solutions ruled (Donnelly & Dunn 2006:1). Apart from familiarity, the bold 
choice has three rationales. First, the values generated in the struggle against 
apartheid – democracy, equality and social healing – precluded a revised authoritarian 
elitism (Baskin 2000; De Villiers & Anstey 2000; Donnelly 1999:202-4; Douwes Dekker 
& Johnson 1998:21). These values also cast out neo-liberalism because it would have 
sidelined trade unions, which had played a heroic part in the struggle (Adler & Webster 
1995:98-100; Baskin 2000:45-7; Habib 1997:68-72). Second, as this was a transition 
within capitalism, not towards it, as in eastern Europe, the existing business community 
needed to be brought on board (Bramble & Kuhn 1999:17-20; Donnelly 2001:553). 
Third, given that the two sides would have to operate the system, it was prudent to give 
them a voice in its design, as a prelude to a permanent social dialogue, not only at 
national level, but within industries and at the workplace. In other words, it was a matter 
of consent bringing legitimacy (Du Toit, Woolfrey, Murphy, Godfrey, Bosch & Christie 
1996:20-21; Habib 1997:65-8; Webster & Adler 2000:1-9). 

The policy intent was clear from the outset. Yet the price of consent was that 
disagreements over detail allowed a strong voluntarist element to creep in that 
weakened the system’s articulation, notably in relation to industry-wide bargaining and 
workplace consultation. The prospect was that while NEDLAC, as the peak arena for 
corporatist debate, would provide continuity, both unions and employers would try to 
wriggle out of dialogue at lower levels and that a patchy pattern of industry-wide 
negotiations would emerge piecemeal, while in the workplace codetermination would 
clash with shop floor bargaining and non-union companies would evade the corporatist 
scoop entirely (see, for example, Adler 2000; Klerck 1998; Harcourt & Wood 2003; 
Webster & Omar 2003; Wood & Mahabir 2001).   

Slippage between design and implementation was, of course, a price paid for the 
democratic values underpinning the new system. The result was not a simple shift from 
one “organised” system to another. Rather, it was a hybrid of corporatism and liberal 
pluralism – organised and disorganised. Such a mix may admittedly have advantages 
in terms of market flexibility, but it may also mean that, over time, the system will suffer 
from being neither one thing nor the other. If the three tiers, nation, industry and 
workplace, tend to generate conflict rather than integration, it may eventually threaten 
the entire institutional edifice, especially under the pressures faced by a restructuring 
economy, once closed and now opened to global competition (see, for example, 
Bhorat, Lundall, & Rospabe 2002:1-6; Donnelly & Dunn 2006:2; ILO 1999:1-4; 
Standing, Sender & Weeks. 1996:38-41). 

Policy shifts and South Africa 
South Africa illustrates how, even at moments of transition, the slate is never entirely 
clean and policy choices tend to be constrained and contingent in practice. When it 
came to amending apartheid employment relations, the architects of reform were 
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unambiguous in their resolve to put considerable distance between a repressive 
apartheid past and a democratic, egalitarian future (see, for example, Erickson & 
Kurivilla 1998; Macun & Webster 1998). That meant that there were limits on the extent 
to which corporatist behaviour could be forced upon employers and unions. Employers 
were not compelled to associate with each other, or to set up workplace forums, and 
unions were not banned from workplace bargaining with the result that no clear space 
was left for codetermination on the shopfloor. Rather, the mode of reform was 
persuasion, coupled with gentler legal prompting (Adler & Webster 2000; Donnelly & 
Dunn 2006; Du Toit et al. 2000). As suggested above, the result, in ideal-typical terms, 
was a corporatist-pluralist hybrid. The question is, if the contradiction inherent in this 
hybrid jeopardises such economic and social imperatives as productivity growth, job 
creation, training expansion and egalitarianism, what further policy shifts could occur?  

Again in ideal-typical terms, one possibility is for policy makers to reimpose 
corporatism with more force and jerk employment relations towards the authoritarian, 
elitist option in the name of the public good. Given the ANC’s preeminence in 
parliament and its formal alliance with the leading labour federation (COSATU), at least 
some of the pre-conditions for such a strategy are present in South Africa. It would 
inevitably mean violating many of the key values of the post-Apartheid state. The ANC 
government would risk looking like an aspiring one-party ruler, COSATU, its 
relationship with the ANC currently acrimonious, would have to control its grassroots 
militants or let the state do this instead, and employers’ associations would have to 
conjure up or be compelled to conjure up far greater influence over their members than 
hitherto. For those reasons, but especially because of the unique circumstances of 
South African liberation, a step towards the elite pathway would seem less of a 
likelihood than in some other developing economies, past and present. 

South African policy makers could, perhaps, step decisively the other way, towards 
the internationally approved neo-liberal model. Again, some of the preconditions exist. 
Large parts of the labour market, where unions have failed to penetrate, are already 
individualised, even though workers are protected by comprehensive employment law 
(see, for example, Webster & Omar 2003). More importantly, ever since liberation, the 
ANC has clung tenaciously to a basic economic policy (GEAR) that COSATU 
constantly labels “neo-liberal”. Indeed, it is the major cause of friction between the 
political allies (Donnelly & Dunn 2006:21-2). However, travelling further into neo-liberal 
territory towards atomised, unorganised employment relations would oblige the 
government to confront head on a powerful labour movement hell bent on protecting its 
hard-earned political and industrial status (Harcourt & Wood 2003; Webster & Buhlungu 
2004). Winning would be far from certain and, if achieved, victory would come at a 
heavy cost, not least because an unfettered labour market would be likely to increase 
inequality in South Africa. 

Both the elitist and the neo-liberal options require intense, sometimes coercive, state 
activity in violation of the norms of the “negotiated revolution” and therefore currently 
seem remote possibilities in South Africa. One shift, however, a policy of omission, 
would involve a lapse towards “unorganised” pluralism, as corporatist institutions 
decayed through lack of interest or because they were perceived as dysfunctional. 
Workplace forums are already in danger of suffering such a fate (see, for example, 
Anstey 1995 and 1997; Klerck 2000; Webster & Macun 2000; Wood & Mahabir 2001). 
This would not necessarily mean that these institutions, NEDLAC, bargaining councils 
and workplace forums, would be abolished, merely that employment relations business, 
if done at all, would be done elsewhere. Recall, for example, how the UK system of 
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industry-wide bargaining became more and more meaningless during the 1960s and 
1970s without there being any grand design behind it. But recall, also, how the growth 
of workplace bargaining was first considered an indication of union power, but later, 
under economic pressure, accelerated by dogged government legislation, and 
compounded by the failure of corporatist experiments, became a source of union 
weakness (Dunn 1993). Arguably, therefore, unorganised pluralism, appearing without 
intention, can be a slippery slope towards a more neo-liberal terrain. 

Conclusions and implications for South Africa 
Having first identified what occupies the thinking of those charged with transforming 
national employment relations systems, this paper devised a framework that identified 
four possible pathways to reform. Each represents an ideal type in terms of a bundle of 
policies and a set of institutional outcomes. At one end of the continuum lie market-
oriented policies (neo-liberalism). At the other lie state-controlled relations (elitism). 
Intermediate arrangements (liberal pluralism and corporatism) are interspersed 
between the two (after Hall & Soskice 2001 in Ludlam et al. 2003:611). Each is 
intended to resolve certain dilemmas presented by transformation. But each in turn 
creates its own dilemmas. Thus, in stylised terms, the relationship among the four may 
be represented as follows. Pluralism may be supplanted by neo-liberal solutions, 
involving an intolerance of private collective action, if market inefficiencies stem from 
the behaviour of unions and employers. Likewise, pure neo-liberalism may degenerate 
into pluralism, if it is beyond the power of the state to suppress collectivism. Similarly, 
corporatism may be tightened into a coercive elitism, if the state is unable to win 
voluntary consent through tripartite negotiations that trickle down through the system. 
Or, in parallel circumstances, it may disintegrate into uncoordinated pluralism, if the 
state is unable to impose its will on the organised opposition. 

However, that is the stylised conception. It is acknowledged that transforming states 
do not have a free choice between the four. Even though, at the initial point of 
transformation, policy makers may have an unusual opportunity to design an 
employment relations system, they are nevertheless constrained. South Africa serves 
as a good example. Here, a policy trajectory has been chosen at a critical juncture that 
was highly “path dependent” for a set of reasons specific both to the struggle against 
apartheid and the globalised economy that had hitherto been denied to its business 
(after Pierson 2000). This notion of “path dependency” explains the decisions of South 
African reformers, as well as in identifying those other “paths not taken” at the point of 
liberation (Scokpol & Pierson 2002:665-6). 

 So, the need to retain the confidence of the entrenched business community might 
have pointed to neo-liberalism, except that the political power of the trade union 
movement blocked such an option. The industrial strength of the unions might have 
suggested liberal pluralism but that might merely lead to the continuation of the highly 
adversarial workplace relations that first existed under apartheid. The state oppression 
implied by elitism (and indeed neo-liberalism) violated the basic principles of liberation. 
In short, as well as ideology, there are credible practical reasons why South African 
reformers chose “corporatism” ahead of other pathways and why their discretion to do 
otherwise remains limited for the time being.  That is not to claim that all transforming 
economies would find themselves in the same boat. For example, post-communist 
countries in central and eastern Europe experienced a collapse of the state that also 
brought down the established pattern of industrial ownership and trade unionism. In 
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such a vacuum, neo-liberalism has obvious ideological and practical attractions and 
subsequent attempts to create a corporatist alternative have proved difficult (Ost 2000). 
Somewhat differently, India has been trying to shrug off its history of government 
interference in the formal economy and has also been drawn to market-oriented 
solutions (China, by contrast, has developed a unique neo-liberal-elitist hybrid, the 
political consequences of which have yet to be revealed (Taylor et al. 2003). 

As was suggested previously, South Africa is also a hybrid. Given the strength of the 
business community and of trade unions, there are also credible reasons why a 
corporatist-pluralist hybrid has emerged in practice. Economic and employment reform 
is contested terrain and, even after ten years, planned labour institutions are only 
partially embedded. The danger is that should employers and unions behave in ways 
that challenge or ignore corporatism’s multi-tiered institutions, then the experiment risks 
failure as official disillusionment follows suit. Should frustration mount, impatience with 
the prevailing policy paradigm may culminate in a search for alternative policy 
prescriptions that are more explicitly neo-liberal or elitist in character. Such a possibility 
may seem distant at present. Yet, in a semi-industrialised nation with profound social 
inequalities, a great deal of pressure is being put upon the employment relations 
system in terms of consolidating democracy and egalitarianism and restructuring 
industries and workplaces (Webster & Adler 2000:1-17). The chance that it may buckle 
under the pressure cannot be ruled out. 

However, world opinion holds South Africa’s transference of power from apartheid 
rule to parliamentary democracy to be a model of peaceful political transition. This shift 
from racial elitism towards racial equality was thought bold, enlightened and 
demonstrative of how political wounds might be healed. But the parallel shift from 
authoritarianism towards bargained corporatism is equally praiseworthy. Indeed, for 
Anstey (2004), South Africa’s model of codetermination stands as an exemplar for a 
more profound “African Renaissance”. To discard the experiment would be a setback 
for all transforming economies that steer a course between market and state. As has 
been observed in relation to eastern European, patience is important in such 
circumstances (Ashwin 1999). This would seem to apply to South Africa too. 
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