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Ten years ago, socialists around the world were active in the struggie-a-g-atnsr--- ~
apartheid in South Africa, and looked to it as a beacon of hope. South Africa
offered a real prospect of the revolutionary overthrow of a capitalist state by a
militant working-class movement, whose most elementary demands could not be
met on a capitalist basis. While the demise of apartheid and the election of a
democratic government on 27 April 1994 was rightly celebrated by socialists,
many of them had sensed by then the growing gap between their principles and
the movement whose struggles they had so long supported. Without much
explanation or public reflection, the gap has grown since then into something like
a parting of the ways.
Not only has the South African challenge to capital been contained, but those
who have taken the crucial measures to contain it are the same leaders and
organisations which led the insurrectionary struggles of ten years ago. The
African National Con ress ANC) government, led by Nelson Mandela, and
supported by the South African Communist Part SACP and the Con ress of
South African Trade Unions COSATU) are now privatizing st_ate assets, cutting
state expenditure in education, health and welfare, disavowing any interest in the
human rights records of their allies and trading partners abroad, and calling on
black business people to make themselves 'filthy rich'.
How should socialists respond to the new South Africa - at once the product of
their own struggles, and so distant from its ideals? This is an attempt to clarify
some of the questions that often come up in their attempts to make sense of the
situation .

- -----

1. What is the character of the new South Africa?
The need to acknowledge the existence of contradiction in society is a
commonplace for the left. It is hard to think of anywhere else where it is as
essential to make a litting sense of contradiction the centre of your thinking: on
the one hand, the new government is elected by a vast majority of the oppressed
and exploited, .in elections that (by any historically realistic standard) were free
and fair; the society being created through their programme is in that sense the
product of the mass struggle for demJcracy; on the other, the programme to
which that government is committed 1s that of the privileged minority.

http://prome.snu.ac.kr/~skkim/data/article/files/nash01.html

·:

2004/01/27

Andrew Nash on South Africa: Is the Revolution Over?

Page 2 of 8

This contradictory situation arises from the contradictory character of apartheid
capitalism itself - reliant on cheap labour, unable to develop an internal market,
and prevented by political barriers from expanding abroad. To overcome these
barriers, big capital needed a government which expressed the aspirations of the
majority, but only in the limited and modified form made possible by the
repression of the mid-1980s revolt, the international context after the collapse of
Stalinism, and the gradual transformation of the liberation movement itself as it
became increasingly dependent on the support (or neutrality, or unwillingness to
aid the apartheid state) of bourgeois institutions. Appropriately, the leading figure
in the ANC's search for bourgeois respectability during the years of proletarian
militancy, Thabo Mbeki, is now poised to succeed Mandela to the presidency.

2. Can this contradictory situation endure?
The history of Africa and the post-colonial world has plenty of examples of
movements leading oppressed people to independence on a programme of
popular demands, then reneging on that programme and turning to corruption,
repression and eventually dictatorship. Recent events in South Africa partly fit
this pattern, but do not allow for simple repetition of it.
South Africa has a far larger urban working-class, far more organized and
politically experienced, than any other African country at independence. It also
has a more powerful and politically influential local capitalist class. It has
entrenched a range of human rights in its constitution, including freedom of
speech, press and association. One-party rule is less of an option than
elsewhere in Africa, nor does it have much to offer the ruling party. For an
important means of ensuring consent to unpopular measures is by calling for
solidarity in the face of the opposition National Part _ NP , the ruling party of the
apartheid years. The ANC are relying on international capital to fuel economic
growth which will create jobs and increase the tax base. All the evidence
indicates that such an inflow of capital will destroy at least as many jobs in
labour- intensive industries as it creates in capital-intensive, and increase class
inequality.
The extent to which the present contradictory situation can endure depends
partly on the economy. But there is no mechanical relationship of economy and
polity. A growing economy will provide opportunities for an expanding black
middle-class, but is unlikely to meet the needs of the working-class and
unemployed. And economic failure could as easily lead to demobilizing even
f• -+her a working-class which is forced into marginality, criminality and the like. In
cases, the outcome depends primarily on the will of the working-class and
.:ir capacity to fight the attacks on their living standards which are carried on
..iuietly today, but will become more open as their organization weakens. In the
long run, the choice between socialism and barbarism is inescapable in South
Africa, as elsewhere. How long that run will be depends largely on how long it
takes for the working-class to fight back.

3. What happens when people see they have been
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betrayed?
There is a real sense of betrayal among large numbers of ordinary people, and
organized workers in particular. The poll for the elections of April 1994 was well
over 80%. The first non-racial elections for local government of November 1995
produced a poll of perhaps 30% of those eligible to vote. The low turn-out must
be attributed to cynicism about the political process, rather than lack of concern
with local conditions which remain largely as they were in the apartheid years.
The complete failure of the much-publicized 'Masakhane' campaign - aimed at
getting township residents to pay for rents and services - is another indication,
though perhaps more complex, of cynicism about the new democracy.
More conspicuous displays of disaffection have taken place within the internal
structures of the ANC, with head office choices for provincial leadership being
overturned by recent congresses of the Free State and Northern Province ANC.
But these events illustrate the clearest pattern so far: disaffection leads to people
putting inflated hopes on individuals within the ANC, rather than seeking to build
an alternative organization.
So far it has been easy for the ANC leadership core to marginalize those seen
as presenting any threat to Mbeki's succession to the leadership after Mandela.
These include the major figure in the negotiated settlement, C ril Rama hosa
(now a leading businessman), and the leading vote-winners on the ANC's
national executive committee, including Winnie Mandela (removed from the
cabinet), Palla Jordan (removed, then re-instated in a junior post), and Bantu
Holomisa (recently expelled from the ANC - basically for exposing corruption).
Although Holomisa draws large numbers to rallies, the disaffection he plays on
remains unfocused and will almost certainly be dispersed before long.

4. Is there a socialist challenge to the reformism of the
ANC?
There are a considerable number of socialist organizations of one sort or the
other in South Africa. The largest and best-known is the South African
Communist Part SACP , but it also least clear whether it should still be
considered socialist. It was for decades loyal to Stalinism, and is only marginally
more critical in its new loyalty to capitalism. Tens of thousands of youth and
workers streamed into its ranks after its relaunch in 1991. But the party has
effectively reduced itself to a parliamentary network within the ANC since then .
It is no easy matter even to count the organizations which could claim to be
Trotskyist. There are perhaps eight or ten with a presence in more than one of
the major cities:
• The oldest of them, the New Unity Movement (NUM), dates back to the
1940s, and has several affiliates and allied organizations -- the most
prominent are the African People's Democratic Union of South Africa
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(APDUSA) and the Teachers' League of South Africa (TLSA). Its strongest
support is among schoolteachers from the Western Cape. For decades, it
has upheld a policy of boycott so inflexible as almost to remove it from
politics .
The Workers' Organization for Socialist Action (WOSA) grew out of local
socialist groups which were active in the struggles of the early 1980s, and
included several tendencies within it, some of which have since split. It
seeks to build a mass workers' party on the Brazilian model. It took part in
the 1994 election as the Workers' List Party, with humiliating results .
The first group to split from WOSA, in 1991, was the International Socialists
of South Africa (ISSA), now the Socialist Workers' Or anization SWO ,
which has close ties to the British Socialist Workers' Party (SWP) and its
style of work. It has been criticized for excessive dependence on the
strategic line given by comrades in Britain .
The core of the International Socialist Movement (ISM) was expelled from
ISSA in 1994 after disputes around the question of democratic centralism.
The ISM argues for the necessity of a vanguard party to lead the workingclass, but does not itself claim to be that vanguard, or its nucleus. Instead, it
seeks to develop a critical Marxism and fights for democracy within the
working-class movement. (Its positions are probably closer to those of the
New Socialist Grou _ in Canada than that of any other South African
grouping.)
The Marxist Workers Tendency (MWT) of the ANC dates back to the
expulsion of Marxist activists from the ANC in the early 1980s, and has
close ties with the Militant Tendency of the British Labour Party; it split in
1994 over the question of the need for an autonomous rather than an
entryist organization, but neither faction has been very active since then .
The Workers International League of South Africa (WILSA) is a semiclandestine organization, which makes use of largely entryist tactics,
although upholding the idea of creating a separate worker's party, rather
than seeking to radicalize the ANC. In recent years, it has had a strong
presence on some university campuses .
Comrades for a Workers Government (CWG) has a small presence in the
trade union movement. Its supporters have come out openly for socialist
positions, often at some personal cost, but have been prevented from
organizing consistently under their own name by limited numbers .
The Workers International to Rebuild the Fourth International (WIRFI) took
part in the 1994 election and the local government elections of 1995,
without winning any representation. In 1996, they split over questions of
their international alignment, and the larger grouping have renamed
themselves the Workers International Vanguard League (WIVL).

There are a number of other left-wing organizations which pay lip-service to
socialism at least, often drawing on Maoist and Africanist sources. These include
the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), which has now adopted reformist policies,
but still has a student wing which draws heavily on socialist rhetoric; the Azanian
People's Organisation (AZAPO); the semi-clandestine Students and Intellectuals
Socialist League (SISL); and several more. Apart from these groupings, there are
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also a number of groups based on a single university campus, and would
probably link up with a socialist organization if any of them had a strong national
presence.
Although there seem to be socialist organizations to cater for every ideological
taste, it is likely that as many socialist activists and intellectuals are outside of
them, as are to be found in their ranks. South Africa has a socialist political
culture which is relatively widespread, even if it is often theoretically shallow.
Almost all of these organizations count their members in the hundreds, rather
than thousands, and yet they can often play a role in specific struggles which is
altogether disproportionate to their numbers.

5. Why is there no real challenge to the hegemony of the
ANC?
At one level, the question is easy to answer: the oppressed majority see the
ANC as the alternative to the hated NP of apartheid memory; the left is divided
and often sectarian; and the media focus almost exclusively on mainstream
reformist politics. But this is a superficial answer, and does little to convey the
complex dialectic which keeps these factors in place. And for as long as
socialists do not address the roots of ANC hegemony, they will remain in
disarray. For socialists in other parts of the world this question is probably also
crucial in deciding their orientation to South African politics.
If socialists see the continuing hegemony of the ANC as natural and
unavoidable, then they will seek to work within it, either to influence its leaders or
displace them. If that hegemony is seen as the result of a doctrinal mistake of the
masses, then socialists will seek to convey to them their own brand of doctrinal
correctness. The sectarian and divided character of the socialist left is
perpetuated by implicit belief in these inadequate conceptions. The sources of
ANC hegemony are more historical and more complex. It is the result, rather, of
a close fit between its own peculiar character and the society in which, despite
the increasing isolation of its leaders and their frequent self-interest, it is
organically rooted. That hegemony draws on four main sources, described briefly
here.
First, it draws on the partial (and self-fulfilling) truth of the argument that there
is no alternative to capitalism in the present global context. For there can indeed
be no alternative unless we are willing to fight for it. Simply by drawing the
energies and hopes of individuals and communities into reformist strategies, the
ANC are in a position to prevent any united struggle for an alternative to the
global capitalist order, and ensure that it must become a struggle amongst the
oppressed rather than against their oppressors.
Second, it draws on the capacity of a regime of individual rights to select those
grievances which it needs to address, and create the illusion that in this way
power is relocated. The so-called 'culture of human rights' which is so widely
publicized in the new South Africa enables the state to avoid confrontation, when
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this is costly or unproductive for it, without appearing weak. It enables a press
monopoly, which is for the most part entirely supine, to be critical on occasion,
and create the illusion of a sphere of public opinion in which real debate takes
place. In fact, the debate is always about the uses of state power and never
about the character of that power itself. The mass of people will never engage in
constitutional litigation and the like. But the illusion of their human rights
legitimates the state against whom these rights must be claimed, and
delegitimates collective struggle.
Third, it draws on the capacity of a whole generation of leaders, among whom
Mandela is pre-eminent, to integrate traditional symbols of authority and
belonging within an essentially modernising politics. Mandela has written in his
autobiography - in a re-working of his speach from the dock in 1963, which is
perhaps more truthful than he himself could have realized - of how he learned
democracy 'in its purest form' by watching the deliberations of the Tembu people
at the Great Place of their tribal chief, when he was a child. His model of
leadership remains that of the chief who sums up the consensus after all have
spoken, with due regard to the relative status of each of them, and it is a model
which is instinctively recognized and respected by many ordinary African people,
and by many others with no experience of tribalism as well.

In the tribal context, the place of each person in the system of production is
fixed by custom and tradition, and makes possible a consensual tribal wisdom,
interpreted by the chief. In modern capitalist society, what is at stake in all major
decisions is precisely those relations of production. Mandela's extraordinary
personal authority arises from his ingrained ability to overlook that difference. It
fuels and is fuelled by the wish among the masses for a world in which personal
ties of loyalty and obligation are not subsumed into commodity relations. The
same trick is done at many different levels throughout contemporary South
African politics - for example, by appealing to the culture of illegality of the
apartheid years, in which activists had a special relationship of obligation and
trust, not reducible to the relations of the market.
Fourth, and above all, all of these are made effective by the class character of
the black majority, and especially the historical relationship of the black middleclass and working- class. It is not enough to note the numerical weight of the
black working-class in South Africa, if one does not grasp its class sitaution as an
active process constantly shaped by a remembered and re-activated past. The
majority of the black middle-class, at any given moment in its history, are the first
generation to aspire to that status. Until a decade or two ago, the majority of
African workers were similarly the first generation to be completely dependent on
wage-labour. Traditional kinship ties were often strengthened by apartheid, not
only among Africans, but among all who were exposed to its ravages. These ties
are only weakening now, as the new black bourgeoisie moves into the formerly
white suburbs. Class interests have yet to assert themselves decisively in this
context, and there is no point at which they will do so automatically. The
hegemony of the ANC will only be challenged by the active political work of
conscious socialists.
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6. Can a real socialist alternative emerge?
Difficult though the prospects are for socialists in South Africa, they are also
significantly different from those of other countries whose political life is
dominated by capitalist reformism. The black majority is highly proletarianized,
and at the same time its politics - both the politics of militant resistance to
apartheid and those of acquiescence to reformism - are strongly conditioned by
recent memories of pre-capitalist society. Their historical imagination is not
limited and deadened by the culture of consumerism, as happens in the
advanced capitalist countries. Consumerism constantly advances, even among
those who do not have access to the same range of consumer goods, as the
political ideals of the 1980s lose their hold. But it is also constantly thwarted
because ordinary people's pre-capitalist roots continue to enable them to
envisage a post-capitalist future.
The character of the ANC's hegemony itself unavoidably keeps alive this
potentially explosive combination of pre-capitalist roots and post-capitalist vision,
in spite of its own efforts to defuse it. Mandela constantly reminds the masses
that there is no alternative to the workings of the market, with its merciless
indifference to the personal consequences of profit and loss. But the whole basis
of his appeal, and the only way in which it can succeed, is the invocation of a
world in which personal ties are secure, and loyalty can be rewarded. That world
can only be re-created at the ideological level; it cannot change the economic
reality, except for a few handpicked favourites.
Even if they are disappointed or betrayed on countless occasions, there is no
point at which they will spontaneously see through the deception. For this to
happen, a materialist understanding of their situation must take root, and be
confirmed in political action. Increasing numbers of people must be drawn into
the elaboration of that analysis, must feel it clarifying central areas of their
individual and collective frustration which seemed previously beyond their grasp,
and must see how that analysis relates to concrete political action, and is in turn
modified by it. This is a task in which setbacks will be endured and mistakes will
be made. It has no guarantee of success. But it is the only way in which a viable
socialist alternative can emerge. And if it does emerge within a large, growing
working- class, battle-hardened by the experience of sustained and militant
struggle against apartheid, then we will see that the legacy of the insurrectionary
years in South Africa has not been lost, but is still waiting to be recovered.
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