
irn plic ation s fo r poli tic al
analysis in South Africa

...- ..-...LISA SHAW

In the CRITIQUE OF DIALECTICAL REASON, Sartre,
starting from the existentialist theory of human free
dom, and from an acceptance of the Marxist theory of
a pattern of historical development based on the class
struggle, works out 'a set of conceptual tools designed
to link these two ideas in a coherent analysis of poli
tical and social phenomena.

One of the first examples to which he applies
these tools is Algeria. He wants to show that the
class struggle is not an abstract relationship between
two ideal groups, but rather a real, though at times
obscure, conflict with the actions of real "individuals
at its roots. He chooses the colonial situa,tion in
Algeria as the simplest example of a class struggle
bet\veen fairly sharply defined groups and with an ob
vious and recent origin in violent conquest, and then
takes more complex examples to show that the class
struggle is a reality in capitalist societies too. A
description of his analysis will help to understand the
wider theory, and at the same time throw some light
on the roughly similar situation in South Africa.

The French conque st of Algeria began in 1830,
but "pacification" was not finally completed until about
1879. French rule was imposed by a long-drawn-out
campaign of violence and terror, which destroyed tra
ditional Arab society and law. This had implications
on two different levels. What is yours by force does
not become yours by divine right with the passing of
time. The only right in such a colonial situation is
the right of superior force. On the individual level,
"For the colonist the nineteenth century colonial wars
founded ('realise') an original situation of violence as
his fundamental relationship with the native" .
(CRITIQUE, p. 672).

The political structure of French Algeria and its
relation to the metropole did not, however, grow up
automatically simply as the result of the conquest.
Initially, the French government did not know quite
what use to make of its new colony. It had not even
been intended that anything more than the main coastal
towns should be captured, but it was d~scovered that
holding them involved overcoming the inland tribes as
well. It was not until the 1870's that a clear policy
began to find expression. It was to use Algeria both
as a source of cheap foodstuffs and as a market for
consumer goods by encouraging the growth of a settler
class which would be able to sell below' world prices,
and at the same time grow rich enough to constitute a
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profitable export market through the use of ultra-cheap
labour. This policy was certainly the expression of
the. interest of the dominant class in France-the
bourgeoisie. But simply to say that leaves the imp
ression that this class was a single entity, an ideal
being. The policy was brought about in the first
instance by pressure groups, in general connected
with the new colonial banks and with the shipping line~

who had to convince in the face of opposition from
other groups within the capitalist class whose imme
diate interests \vere threatened. The class is not an
entity which "expresses an interest". Individuals
express interests. But in so far as what they demand
will improve the position of their class as a whole, in
our case by increasing the total market and the total
opportunity for investment in spite of hurting particu
lar interests --those perhaps who would face competi
tion from _A.lgerian imports-they may be said to be
expressing the interest of their class.

The whole edifice rested on cheap Arab labour.
This vvas provided by the destruction of _L\rab society
by .th.e pacification, and primarily through the expro
priation of land by force and by the more subtle
method of the application of the French laws on land
tenure and inheritance \ivith the intention of making it
easier for settlers to acquire land and more difficult
for Arabs to keep it.

The second or third generation colonist finds
himself born into a situation in which this original
structure is expressed by the continued presence of
the Army and by the poverty of the Arabs. What
exactly does finding himself within a particular poli
tical structure involve? In his explanation of this
Sartre coins the term 'pratico-inerte'. For some
body living at this moment, the historical develop
ments of his society are expressed by a vast com
plex of buildings, means of communication, la\vs,
books, properties and so on, all created by the
activity (or 'praxis', to borrow the Greek term) of
the members of the society in the past. These things
are all, in themselves, passive (inert) -hence
'pratico-inerte' . They only bear on the present to
the extent that they are "reactivated" in the present.
The colonist cannot reject his responsibility for the
system on to the past, since he recreates it at every
moment by under-paying his Arab employees and by
using the Army as the ultimate guarantee of his right
to do so. Why does he do so? It would be an over
simplification to argue that he is simply acting in
terms of his own economic interest, and that it is his
nature to do so. For one thing this would be to
assume that the ideology of racialism is merely a
rationalisation after the event which has no real in
fluence on conduct, and which the individual concer
ned knows is not true. This does not seem likely.

The individual always acts and reacts in terms of
his understanding of the world, of the way in which he
sees it, of his ideology, in the widest sense of the
term. His ideology is neither something which
emanates from his"nature" J nor is it a rationalisa
tion of base desires. Both these ideas assume some
sort of "given" understanding of the world. The
individual builds up his own theory of what the world
is about and how he should behave in it, on the basis
of his own experience. (Remember also that the
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economic system was created to exploit Algeria-
that is, the French rulers in the second half of the
nineteenth century understood the world in terms of
priority of economic interest, and of the right to ex
ploit. This is itself an ideology -so racialism, at
least in the form vIe are studying it, is an ideology
within an ideology, an offspring of the ideology of
capitalism.) In Algeria, the individual's racialism is
merely the expression of the "practical truth'! (verite
pratique) of the system; the Arab is inferior-poor,
dirty, unhealthy, illiterate; the presence C'~ the Army
is testimony to the fact that he is also dangerous, bent
on destroying man (i. e. the colonist), and so inhuman
(other than human) . The economic system creates
thereby the ideology which ensures its continuance-
a vicious circle. In our particular world, characte
rised by scarcity, the fundamental elem~nt in this
experience, and so also in ideology, is the way in
\vhich the individual and his family earn their living.

"The racialism which proposes itself to the Alge
rian colonist has been imposed and produced by the
conquest of Algeria, is reinvented and reactualised at
every moment through serial otherness".
(CRITIQUE, p.672). This concept of "serial other-
ness" is central to the understanding of how the
colonists create, by their individual free acts, the
system, and at the same time are so completely
unaware of their responsibility for it that they be
lieve that it is completely natural and outside their
control. A series is a relationship between indivi
duals in which each individual acts the way in which
he thinks the others are going to act, thereby being
in a position to blame the others for the result, while
at the same time contributing to it himself. The
purest example of a series is the newspaper game in
which you are presented with ten pictures, or ten
characteristics, of toothpaste, and invited to class
them not according to your order of preference, but
according to what you think will be the average order
of preference. ·(Sartre uses the term "otherness"
('alterite') to express this element of basing what you
are going to do on the other's expected behaviour. A
m.ore important example is that of the individual capi
talist deciding how much he is going to produce in a
year. The amount which he will be able to sell pro
fitably depends partly on the expansion of the market,
but mainly on the amount which the other manufactu
rers will produce, which in turn depends partly on
how much they think he will produce. The whole
process takes on the appearance of an autonomous
mechanism, but this autonomy comes not from the
presence of some external non-human element, but
simply from the lack of union on the part of the indi
viduals. It retains its autonomy only as long as they
act s~parately. (Much sociology is the study of these
series taken as autonomous entities. Although these
studies produce much interesting data, they cannot
provide satisfactory theories until the derived status
of the autonomy is taken into account).

In colonial Algeria the series took the form of a
pure 'laissez-faire' labour market, with a labour sur
plus ensuring that wages sh ould stay below the vital
minimum. Each proprietor is able to justify his low
wages by Baying that he is just paying the market price
and that if he paid any more he would not be able to

comp.ete with other producers. Thus he is not res
ponsible for the wages he pays-they are established
objectively by an autonom.ous mechanism. Moreover,
he is able to argue that the wages he pays are also
morally fair, since his ignorant, reckless (and pro
bably chronically ill) employees are not worth any
more. This is again escape from responsibility into
the series, since their condition is a result, not a
cause, of the low wage structure, and hence, partial
ly, of this particular colonist's paying low wages.
(Sartre stresses that the effect of a serial act is not
what its author intended it to be; it is always aliena
ted through its relation to other people's acts, and
produces a contrary result. It is of course this
alienation which gives the series its appearance of
autonomy) .
. Much of the 755-page CRITIQUE is taken up with

the analysis of the series, of its contrary, the group
(in which individual acts are no longer alienated by'
their relationship to other people's acts) and by the
change from one to the other. It is impossible even
to summarise all this here. Briefly, as regards
Algeria, Sartre has shown that the essential unity of
the colonist class comes not from any pre-decided
plan of action on their part, but from their common
interest in the continuance of the system or, to put it
another way, from their serialised reactualisation of
the system. But their relationship is not purely
serial. Particularly in the colonial situation, mem
bers of the two classes appear to e-ach other not as
individuals but as relatively undifferentiated repre
sentatives of an opposing group. (The American
Negro's use of the expression "the man" to refer to
any particular white, or to all whites, is an example
of this). • In normal conditions this relationship is not
felt as rec~procal; the colonist sees an act of inso
lence on the part of an Arab as a simple expression
of the concerted dumb hostility of "them", whereas
his ~eaction to it is felt as being much more of an
individual thing, although' even here he probably has
some sort of corr ept of "keeping up the side", and
the implicit assumption of support from any and every
white man in dealing with cheek. But the colonists
cannot form a real unified group for the simple rea
son that on 'an economic level they are competitors.
Their relationship is that they have a common inter
est in the continuation of an economic system the
workings of which may nevertheless ruin some of
them individually.

Thus when this system is menaced they tend to
fo~m pressure groups to defend it against outside
action by the metropole, as well as terrorist groups
such as the OAS to keep the Arab masses in a state
of atomisation; the object is to "maintain and iso
late, as in a laboratory "experiment, a pretended
'economic world' obeying rigorous laws and based in
fact on the continuous annihilation of the 'surexploi
tes' ,on the practical refusal to treat them as subjects
of any kind of law)". (CRITIQUE, p. 683). As soon
as the Arabs take political steps they are almost by
definition outlawed, and the might and alleged morai
justification of "legality" is brought down on their
head s. But this only illustrates the fact that for the
"colonised" there is not and has never been any lega
lity-only force and nothing bt!t force. On another



level "the praxis of oppression... rejoins the process
of exploitation (the system) and is confounded with it".
(CRITIQUE, p. 677). And, finally, "the violence of
the insurgent is the violence of the colonist; there
was never anYOther. II (CRITIQUE, p. 68'7). '

Camus said that he sympathised ent~rely with the
Algerian,s' demand for the end of inferiorit'y and ex- ,
'pioitation, but that he was obliged, equally entirely,
to c'ondemn the violent methods used to achieve this.
Sartre accepts them. To understand why we must
investigate more deeply his theory of the origins and
nature of violence.

Some commentators, b~cause of the great impor
tance he gives to the concept of violence" have·coIIi
'pared Sartre's political theory to Hobbes"s "war of
all against all". This shows a' fundamental misun
derstanding. For Hobbes, violence, man as a wolf
to man, is part of human nature, of man's essence.
For Sartre it is nothing to do with human nature. It
is the result of a certain element in his situation.
That element is scarcity: scarcity of the means of
subsistence. In so far as other people, sometimes
by their very. existence, threaten my means of sub
sistence, they threaten me in my very existence,
and I am justified in using apparently unprovoked
violence against them. Sartre calls this "counter
violence", induced by the very existence of the other
in an environment of scarcity. In complex present
day societies this crude violence is overlaid both by
institutionalisation and by mechanisms which actual
ly widen the sphere of counter-violence. The most
important of the latter is the phenomenon of aliena
tion.

As I have said, the individual does not start
with a given understanding of the world" he builds
one up through his experiences in it. This applies
also to his concept of himself. It is therefore pos
sible for someone to confuse himself" his identity,
his being, with some object in the world" such as a
business or a piece of property. Sartre calls this
object the individual's "being-outside-himself-in
the-world", or his interest. (He uses the term
'interest' because he is particularly concerned to
attack the classic capitalist doctrine that "every
man follows his economic interest"). Now apart
from the odd effects this alienation may have for the
psychology of the individual core erned, it also has
the serious social effect that he extends his justified
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use of counter-violence from the protection of his
real self to the protection of the object with which he
has identified him'self. To cut sh'ort a complicated,
very interesting, but space-consuming analysis, in
Algeria the colonist's interest IS his business his
iarm,his factory, and he 'therefore feels him~elf
(irnpli~itly) morally justified in using all.means to
defend them. (Of course not all the colonists in
Algeria were proprietors. But the non-owners
were linked to the owners and to their policies by
the fact that their incomes were not only about ten
times higher than the Arabs', but. were also consi-·
derably higher than what they would have earned in
France for th~ 'same work),. . '

I said t:hat violenc'e becomes "institutionalised"
For' Sartre the origin of classes ties in the "fact of
scarcity. In the simplest terms, there is not
enough to go round, so a certain group uses (coun
ter-) violence to gain control over the means of
prcxiuction. They thereby "freeze" the threat of
scarcity so that it applies to and, affects only the
dispossessed group. The class structure is thus
institutionalised or frozen violence ('violence figee')
because it creates a deprived group with a higher
mortality (and especially infant mortality). rate than
the rest. This is really the basic violence, both in
duration and in number of victims. Quite simply"
above a certain and relatively low rate (e. g. the
white infant mortality rate in South Africa) there
are no natural deaths, there are only murders
murder by neglect perhaps" but murder by culpable
and avoidable neglect. The high mortality rates
among the "natives" in countries like South Africa
and colonial Algeria, in the face of the availability
of mcxiern medical techniques and considerable re
sources, are simply the result of inhuman econo
mic systems which are not autonomous or natural
but are kept in being by men and for whose evils
those men are ultimately, personally and indivi
dually responsible, whether they are aware of it or
not. In the face of this institutionalised violence
there is no choice between violence and non-.violence,
but only between acquiescence in violence or violence
against the system. Nobcxiy's hands are clean.

On the other hand, Sartre's analysis of violence
must not be interpreted either as a licence to gratui
tous killing or as a glorification of violence. He is
showing that" beca use of its omnipresence, a flat
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rejection of violence on moral grounds is 'not possible.
One's attitude to it must therefore be largely a ques
tion of deciding whether it is a suitable means in a
given situation.

Turning to South Africa, Sartre's study may be
applied in two different spheres. First there is the
question of moral judgment, and of responsibility.
The social structure in South Africa is, like that in
colonial Algeria, irrational in terms of human needs,
and this irrationality comes to the African and
Coloured peoples in the form of much shorter life
expectancy (44. 82 years for a Coloured man, hence
almost certainly even less for Africans, as opposed
to 64. 57 for a white man), higher infant mortality
rates, higher morbidit.y rates, that is, in the form of
real death and real suffering. But the system does
not function by itself, is not autonomous, has no
claim to absoluteness. It was created and is kept in
being by the whites--by all the whites, those who just
"mind their own busines"S" as well as those more

directly involved in the politics ~nd the machinery 01

repression. Except for those few who struggle
against the system, there are no innocent whites.
Torture, censorship, banning, these are merely de
rived and secondary evils necessary to keep in being
the grosser injustice of the system itself. It is this
which must above all be condemned and attacked.

The second sphere is that of methodology. Even
if it is concluded that the main theoretical concepts
elaborated in 'che CRITIQUE cannot be taken as proven
they at least provide a useful working hypothesis with
which to approach the problem of a more detailed
social and historical analysis of South 'African society ..
The central key to this analysis will be to show in de
tail how the "praxis of oppression" arises out of and
refers back for its justification, both consciously and
unconsciously, to the "process of exploitation", the
socio-economic structure, ~een not as an autonomous
and natural entity, but as the (artificial) product of
the serialised acts of the individuals who live in it.

Africa - and the world - are used to pious declara
tions of commitment to A.frican socialism, of de
termim tion to control foreign firms, of the need
for honest and devoted public servants and party
officials. N or are sudden actions against parti
cular firms or wrongdoers particularly unusual.
The events of February 6-11 1967 in Tanzania and
the processes they have set in motion are quite
another matter. For better or for worse the
Arusha Declaration and its implementation will
be significant landmarks in the history of Tanza
nia, of African attempts to achieve freedom from
external economic dependence, and of socialism
in Africa.

(In 6 February, President Julius Nyerere presen
ted the Arusha Declaration - "TANU's Policy on
Socialiam and Self Reliance" to a Dar es Salaam
audience of 50, 000. Consonant with his title of
Mwalimu (teacher" , the President spoke for two
and a half hours presenting a comprehensive lec
ture survey of objectives, requirements and
policies.

The next day the banking system was nationalised
and by Saturday the insurance business and key
import-export and milling firms had followed
while majority shareholdings had been taken in
seven large manufacturing firms with parallel ac
tion ill two additional industries (one of them sisal
and the other petroleum fefining) to be worked out.
On Saturday the President announced that the

nationalisation phase of the declaration was imple
mented. The government has secured effective
public sector control over the large scale pro
ductive sector commanding the economic heights
of Tanzania. TANU's long-standing aim was
accomplished and no further nationalisations were
to take place.

Nationalisation is far from the total of the Arusha
Declaration but it is the most dramatic and by its
nature the most speedily implementable part of it.
Attention abroad and, to a lesser extent among the
Tanzanian public, has thus focused on it. Both at
home and abroad the first reaction was essentially
one of amazement. In the case of the domestic and
foreign business community amazement turned to
shock, anger and fear by no means fully calmed by
11 February and subsequent statements on the con
tinuing role of the private sector and of foreign
private investment.
A number of observers basically sympathetic to
Tanzania (and by no means all foreign) expressed
great surprise and grave concern over the wisdom
of the strategy and programmes outlined in the
Declaration.

Criticism centred on three themes. First the
nationalisation was said to be random and un
planned both economically and technically.
Second the desirability of radical changes to an
economic strategy which had achieved an ave-


