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MARTIN LEGASSICK 

IN CRITICISING MARXISM in the African context (The New Afri
can, Ill, 4, 5) B. D. G. Folson claimed the right to "interpret 
history in his own way". No one can deny him such a right. 
Presumably though, interpretation implies categorisation, and 
this latter will have to be consistent with his empirical material. 
While this will impose a first limitation on any interpretation, a 
second is imposed by the reason why he wishes to study history. 
"Pure" history is a historical mystification: societies have usually 
interpreted history to justify their own existence. Where this 
does not reduce to myth, it provides an answer to the questions 
"how we came to be where we are and what we are today" 
(Paul Sweezy). Marxists add prescription to description: by 
understanding history man can to some extent shape it, by 
add ins his weight in the correct direction. For Africa this would 
seem to be a very relevant question. "African history," says 
Nkrumah. "can come to guide :;md direct African action ... 
Classically. the great historians have been self-appointed public 
prosecutors, accusing on behalf of the past, admonishing on 
behalf of the future" (Consciencism, pp. 63-5). Karl Popper 
would maintain that valid predictive or descriptive total know
ledge of society was impossible, and, perhaps, dangerous to 
attempt: its dangers are obvious, but the truly scientific attempt 
is only different in degree from the highly successful develop
ment of man's power to control his natural environment. 

It was Lenin who elaborated the ideas adumbrated by Marx 
for "shaping history" into a concrete formula for action. highly 
successful in Russia in 1917. That there is no necessary one
to-one correlation between Marxism and a vanguard proletarian 
party is shown by the distinctly different action adopted by 
other Marxists (such as Mao) in different situations .. and by the 
use of vanguard P,arty structures by non - Marxists in other' 
countries-African as well as non - African. The structures of 
organisation and the methods of social revolution will vary 
according to the historical situation with which one is concerned: 
socialism can be introduced in African countries by Africans by , 
a conscious shaping of development from the present time, with 
a sufficient understanding of the contradictions and dynamics of 
their ~nl'it'rie~ 

That men may. in a group, change society has often been 
supposed by critics of Marxism to pose a contradiction: how 
can the path of history be "determined" if it can be changed? 
But the process is not "changed" : it is hastened or retarded or 
deflected. Men. by their actions, as well as by their position in 
the historical development of their society. may turn capitalism 
into "Well'an: Statislll " 'ur 111111 l(l~usm. but there -an: limits Il) 

their action. Other men, in a difTerent position in relation to 
the mean ~ of produL·lion . may succeed or fail in a revolutionary 
act or may even fail to revolt. At the present state of social 
knowledge. the process can be determined generically but not 
specifically: a better understanding would both interpret in more 
detail past processes and enable more successful conscIous 
human action in the future. Whereas "free will" was in the 
past determined, in the future determination can be free. The 
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"freedom" of ignorance is replaced by the freedom of know
ledge. This is part of what Marx implied, I think, when he 
wrote that in a socialist society man should become "the fully 
developed individual ... to which the different social functions 
he performs are so many modes of giving scope to his own 
natural and acquired powers". 

NOR DOES MARXISM, in my view, imply a determined individual 
psychology. Man and society are, of course, in symbiotic rela
tionship : indeed defining man (a tool-making, language
employing being, we are told by prehistorians) defines society: 
they are inseparable. But Marxism, being concerned with man's 
significant sociological role in history, with how he responds to 
the process of history, defines only in a statistical sense, and in 
only a sphere of individual human consciousness. Napoleon 
may indeed have had a mother-fixation or been dropped on his 
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head, but this is iITelevant in an understanding of the processes 
of early nineteenth -century Europe. The movement of an in
dividua� electron, modern physics tells us, is determinate only 
within certain limits, but this does not prevent us from formu
lating laws of physics which allow the construction of transistors 
and the transmission of radio waves. (The analogy is interesting 
and could be pursued: the movement of the electron is indeter
minate to this degree because the observer--the law fo rmulator 
- is a part of the scientific process; similarly we, in formulating 
laws of historical process, are ourselves part of this process.) 

To return to Africa. What is interesting for Marxi sts in 
Africa is to see how relevant in fact the principles of Marxism 
are. One can find traditional communal societies, broadly slave 
societies and broadly feudal societies in the pre-colonial period . 
(A closer analysis would have to take into account , of course, 
the differences between them and the modifications introduced 
by natural environment, culture-contact and diffusion . The 
latter phenomena was not dealt with in great detail by Marx, 
who was concerned with an area which had for a long time been 
unaffected by migrations. The relative influence of internal 
evolution and external impact on historical processes, though 
highly important, cannot be pursued here.) The process of 
imperialism, again, is highly relevant to Africa , if the principles 
rather than the details of Lenin's analysis are the criteria. (A 
recent book by Michael Barratt Brown, After Imperialism , gives 
a modern Marxist view.) In dealing with "dis-imperialism", 
Folson has -again missed the point. "Dis-imperialism" is not a 
European process: the withdrawal from political control of the 
colonial powers was forced by conscious African nationalist 
action. That this has not disposed of imperialism , but has 
replaced colonialism by neo-colonialism except where consciolls 
action has been undertaken, in the form of social revolution, to 
prevent this, substantiates the primacy of economic rather than 
political change. 

"AFRICAN SJCIALlSM" IS BECOMING an increasingly nebulous 
term, and recent attempts to illustrate it by an eclectic cullin" 
of t~e speec~es and writings of African lea.ders from all over th~ 
contment, digested and abstracted mto a smgie "ideology", have 
not helped to clarify the issue. Both Alexandre and Folson 
have introduced this mystification, failing to see the difference 
between .its express!on in different countries, a~d failinv.0 try 
to explam these differences (and the Ideological attitudes of 
African leaders) with reference to the historical cond itions of 
each country and the particular relationships iJY1he society 
which. eac.h of th~ exponents h.as. If there y~'to be African 
SOCIalism It must llldeed be Afncan, as both wnters pomt out, 
and it must be formulated in terms of particular situations, but 
if it is to be socialism, in the terms of this article, it must be 
based on the principles of Marxism. (This is not to say, one 
must add for the benefit of the suspicious or confused, that it 
must be "aligned": non-alignment is quite compatible with 
internal Marxism.) The converse of this is that African 
nationalism is ideologically neutral: it may take on different 
shades of capitalism or of socialism. 


