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at least, for academic and theoretical debates and developments in the field of industrial-
organisational psychology and labour-management relations.

Socialist principles, industrialisation and trade unionism 

In its basic form the socialist principle comprises a wide variety of ideals, models and 
aspirations (cf Waterman, 1993; Moses, 1990). It includes the notion of equality and 
the egalitarian or classless society, the enlargement of freedom and life chances for the 
individual, co-operative community and fellowship instead of competition and status 
rivalry. Also, the socialist principle includes the notion of participation in decision making 
by all concerned in place of domination by a few (Fine, 1984). It connotes meaning, value 
and intrinsic job satisfaction and work life for everyone and an ordered economic life 
which substitutes central planning, economic discipline and abundance for all citizens, 
instead of the disorder, mal-distribution and waste of human and material resources under 
the market relations of capitalism.

It had been suggested elsewhere (Allen-Ile, 2007) that for a developing and 
industrialising nation like Botswana the socialist alternative has always presented itself 
as a possible choice. There are, however, some great and disturbing questions which 
lead off from even a casual examination of the socialist ideals. For example given the 
ideals of socialism enumerated above, what kinds and degrees of competition between 
labour and management, say, in order to preserve certain expressions of the human 
spirit, nourish the whole society? For an industrialising society like Botswana, what level 
of competition among industries may be allowed under socialist principles in order to 
maintain industrial discipline and productivity? Also, what degree of inequality of income 
is necessary to guarantee that particular tasks or jobs will be performed and specific types 
of motivation assured? As a nation, how far is Botswana prepared to sacrifice particular 
basic human values in order to benefit from the products of large-scale industrial and 
bureaucratic organisations? How much individual and group independence (such at trade 
union independence) is it prepared to trade-off for advantages which may accrue from 
centralised planning and control?

Some of the questions raised above have fundamental implications for both 
organisation and power of trade unionism in capitalist, and a possible socialist Botswana. 
Since the discussion is concerned with the latter, the major issue is to determine how trade 
union organisation and power are to be related to the concept and principle of a socialist 
society. Given that socialism is not a unitary concept and given that choices have to be 
made, trade unionism in a socialist Botswana will still have conflicts and divergences, 
after all, people are bound to differ in the sacrifices they are prepared to make and the 
trade-off they consider desirable.

The labour movement is a mighty force in any capitalist society, and it could be added 
in some socialist societies, as was manifest in a country such as Poland. Trade unions 
are the visible instruments of this force. A socialist state or even a totalitarian regime may 
consider smashing trade unions. That could be well within their powers, as it happened in 
Nigeria during some of the military regimes, e.g. in South Africa under apartheid rule and 
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recently in Zimbabwe. The results often prove disastrous – the process breeds suspicion, 
mistrust, lack of confidence, and feelings of insecurity on both sides.

Even as constituted in current capitalist Botswana, as an independent and free 
organisation, therefore, labour movement does not represent a stubborn obstacle 
to effective progress and centralised planning (Colclough & Macarthy, 1980). This 
contention is made regardless of the fact that some trade unions are apparently capable 
of putting their considerable new powers and voice against management and employers 
of labour who represent their frontline detractors. Moreover, all trade unions may never 
be so united as to present such an enormous force that national planners in Botswana will 
have to retract from or abandon their projects. For example, the Botswana Civil Servants 
Association (BCSA) was for long registered as a society rather than as a union.

While it may sound naive to suggest that no method will ever be found for combining 
free and independent trade-union movement with centralised socialist planning, it 
is equally so to assume that such socio-structural arrangements will appear in the 
foreseeable future in Botswana. If this were the case, however, such a concept of trade 
union organisation and power contains too many questionable notions to permit the 
emergence of satisfactory answers. The fact remains however that whether it is a capitalist 
or a socialist arrangement, the trade union movement must gird its loins and stand by to 
guard its members against the excesses of national planners.

Trade unionism and the practice of mixed economy 

The Botswana mixed economy is part of the colonial heritage. In Britain it developed 
as part of a general adaptation to the exigencies of a fast changing society (Parsons, 
1980; Pickard, 1987; Smith & Morton). In Britain, after the Second World War, earlier 
objectives of centralized planning and the abolition of private ownership and the market 
were disavowed. Correspondingly, the maintenance of a mixed economy was established. 
Following this, socialism became increasingly defined as a more successful economic 
approach of the mixed economy in Britain and in the world (Tailby & Winchester, 2000). 
The point of reference became the nation. But, somehow, several decades after the 
Second World War, even as we begin the new 21st century, it seems the time is not yet 
ripe for a major re-distribution of wealth in Britain (Bean, 1985). Botswana today practices 
mixed-economy whereby both the government (public) and private sectors are engaged 
in the production and distribution of goods and services, with the government, their 
agencies and institutions actively servicing the private sector to the benefit of very few 
members of the society (Colclough & Macarthy, 1980).

There is little doubt that for the proponents of the mixed economy system in Botswana, 
the regulation and containment, if not the subduing and emasculation, of trade union power, 
is seen as national priority. Such a stand is not surprising. It is true that the government 
actively participated in the creation of the Botswana labour movement (Molutsi, Mfune, 
& Mogalakwe, 1993). However, one cannot expect that those responsible for planning 
and management of the Botswana industrial and economic structures will hail active and 
powerful labour movement and voice. Indeed, for most of them, such a role for labour 
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hierarchy, it should be noted, gain in greater degree and extent, but with less effort and 
hostile publicity, these advantages and privileges.

To some extent nature decrees that the distribution of wealth, income and life-chances 
be literally unprincipled and illogical, a la Adam Smith and associates. Granting that to be 
the true position, why should the labour and working class struggle within that distribution 
system be subjected to special public opprobrium or come under special constraints? For 
instance, few individuals, politicians, businessmen and some financial institutions continue to 
retain their power to turn the nation’s economic booms and dooms to their own advantage

Also industrial organisations and companies relentlessly increase managerial incentives 
and rewards without upsetting income policies or improving the lot of the working class 
(Coclough & Olsen, 1983). As long as these practices continue it will be disingenuous 
to single out the power of trade union for special attention. At this stage of Botswana’s 
industrialisation effort, giving a dog a bad name so as to hang it is perhaps not the most 
appropriate strategy. Perhaps, the current legislative reforms under consideration and 
negotiations would go a long way in levelling the playing field. 
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