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S
ince at least 1996, the SACP has
been warning of the dangers and
delusions of the strategic pro-
gramme led by cde Thabo Mbeki,
first as deputy president (and ef-

fective “prime minister”) in the Man dela
years, and then as president of our country
and of the ANC. However, regardless of
comrade Mbeki’s personal strengths and
weaknesses, we have never understood
these dangers and delusions to be merely
personal in character. 

In the first place, cde Mbeki was sup-
ported by an inner circle of ANC and state
colleagues who enthusiastically embraced
the strategic agenda, and who actively con-
tributed to it, lending themselves to its ag-
gressive defence – very often at the ex-
pense of the SACP and Cosatu. But, in the
second place, and more importantly, this
deeply flawed strategic agenda was never
Mbeki’s alone. It was an agenda nurtured
and supported by the big corporations, by
US and UK-based think-tanks, and by IMF
and World Bank funded consultants of all
kinds.

The South African media were not inno-
cent bystanders in this process either.
While the tune might now have changed,
let’s remember that less than a decade ago,
newspapers like the Mail & Guardian and
the Sunday Times were happily heaping

praise on the “wisdom” of the Mbeki
team’s strategic policies. 

In March 2000, for instance, the Mail &
Guardian’s political correspondent (and
soon thereafter editor), Howard Barrell
told readers that since the “triumph of the
neo-liberal consensus” (“capitalist, pro-
market” with an emphasis on “prevailing
Western orthodoxies”, as he put it) the
only rational choice is to recognise that you
“must…play by the markets’ rules”. In
Barrell’s view this perspective was under-
stood by some of the ANC’s “top leader-
ship and a few bright minds in its middle
reaches” – i.e. the Mbeki team. By contrast,
he told his readers, the SACP has “difficulty
with words and their meanings”, and the
bulk of “the ANC, too, has a problem in
this area.” 

At much the same time, the Sunday
Times political correspondent, Ray Hartley,
wrote admiringly of the Mbeki team’s
strategy, which, he said, had been “to as-
semble a team of high-powered tech-
nocrats to crunch numbers and construct
an intricate policy matrix that has enabled
SA to weather the storms on the global
capital markets” (Sunday Times, April 23,
2000). Hartley derided “the belief that
meetings of Cosatu, the SACP and the
ANC stand any chance of arriving at ap-
propriate technical decisions about the
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economy”. He said such a view “is at best
painfully naïve, at worst evidence of a cyn-
ical belief in the virtues of political compro-
mise”. (Note how consultation and politi-
cal debate are portrayed as “cynicism”,
while back-room technocratic manoeu-
vring is lauded!)

These interventions quite blatantly were
encouraging the technocratic aloofness, the
behind-the-scenes elite arrangements, the
quiet diplomacy, the undemocratic, even
authoritarian “we-know-best” style that
these very same newspapers are now be-
wailing in Mbeki. They knew the personal-
ity they were dealing with then…and they
fostered it.

The economic “specialists” who still strut
about our TV screens were equally com-
plicit. There is now a general consensus
that inequality in our society has deepened
and that this is our most serious vulnera-
bility. But just a few years ago, our eco-
nomic “specialists” were laughing heartily
at growing inequality. Consider the follow-
ing article in the Business Report on a meet-
ing of the Swiss-South African Chamber of
Commerce, addressed by economist Mike
Schussler. According to the report, Schus-
sler told his audience that:

“‘South African labour costs had fallen in
real terms by 6 percent in the last 10 years
– something it had taken the flexible
Dutch labour market 35 years to achieve.’
He went on to say that if one analysed the
GDP, the share that went to labour had
fallen below the share that went to profits
for the first time in 21 years. ‘I’m not sure
how politically sustainable that is’, Schus-
sler said to general laughter.” (Business Re-
port, December 5, 2002)

With this smug laughter still ringing in
his ears, with the not-so-distant praising of
his technocratic style splashed over the
pages of the Mail & Guardian and Sunday

Times, cde Mbeki must be wondering what
on earth he has now done to deserve such
aggressive media hostility. Because, make
no mistake, the wheel has turned dramat-
ically. Even the Financial Mail, mouth-
piece of big capital, can now run an Editor’s
Note , titled “Depart, I say” and brimming
with cold fury:

“One sometimes gets the feeling that any
comment, no matter how harsh or sting-
ing, about the man who occasionally
moonlights as our president, is regarded as
a compliment. The best thing, perhaps,
would be to ignore him. He could then
wither on the vine.” (Financial Mail, April
18, 2008).

Given the SACP’s experience of aggres-
sive contempt and sustained abuse from
the presidential inner-circle throughout
most of the Mbeki years, it might be pre-
sumed that we are now basking in the al-
most universal condemnation of cde
Mbeki. Not quite. Over-personalising the
root of our current problems, and still
more, over-personalising the solutions to
them runs the grave danger of missing the
real, underlying issues.

Post-Polokwane
Most of the current African Communist is
devoted to SACP and Cosatu discussion
papers and individual contributions seek-
ing to analyse and debate what happened
at the ANC’s 52nd National Conference at
Polokwane in December 2007. All of these
contributions agree generally that the
democratic ousting of an incumbent ANC
president and the policy resolutions
adopted at the Conference open up impor-
tant space to advance a coherent, left-
aligned strategic agenda within the ANC,
the Alliance, and government. 

However, whether Polokwane will prove
to be a decisive rupture in this direction is



not a foregone reality. It is an outcome that
has to be contested for. And a central part
of that contest is, as the SACP has been in-
sisting for many years, an analysis of what
is going wrong, and why.

If we do this, then we will find that
(without discounting individual responsi-
bilities and culpabilities) we will be dealing
with systemic realities and with embedded
class interests.

The electricity crisis
Take the present electricity generation cri-
sis. What underpins it? The opposition
parties basically personalise their “analy-
sis”. This or that minister should be fired,
they argue. Well, maybe…but let’s be hon-
est, in the first place there is selectivity in
which ministers (or former ministers) are
listed as “culpable”, both from the opposi-
tion parties, and from within the ANC
(perhaps because those involved in energy
policy in the late 1990s and early 2000s in-
clude leading personalities on both sides of
the Polokwane divide). But, when it comes
to the opposition parties, this excessive
personalising serves to obscure two issues.
One, they have very little to offer by way of
concrete measures that need to be under-
taken to address the crisis. And two, exces-
sive personalising of culpability conve-
niently diverts attention from their own
complicity in supporting the very strategic
perspectives that are at the root of our
present electricity generation crisis.

Let’s remind ourselves of some recent
history.

In 1998 the Department of Minerals and
Energy published the White Paper on En-
ergy. The White Paper contains many pos-
itive recommendations on the need to roll
out electrification to poor households and
rural communities; on the need to address
the incoherence of electricity distribution

(then in the hands of more than 400 au-
thorities); on environmental sustainability;
on pursuing much greater energy effi-
ciency; on renewable and other alterna-
tives; and on the possibilities of energy
pricing to industry to be “as cost-reflective
as possible…to this end prices will include
quantifiable externalities”. Many of these
critical measures, including driving energy
efficiency, the use of renewables, and quan-
tifying externalities for pricing of electricity
have been all but neglected. The only pos-
sible explanation is that powerful vested
class interests in the mining and smelting
sectors in particular have been able to
block dynamic interventions on these
fronts – no doubt, with the complicity of
senior politicians and state and parastatal
managers.

The 1998 White Paper also accurately
warned, as many current commentators
have reminded us, that “growth in electric-
ity demand” would “exceed generation ca-
pacity by approximately the year 2007”. It
went on to say that “long capacity-expan-
sion lead times require strategies to be in
place in the mid-term, in order to meet the
needs of a growing economy”.

We all know that these warnings went
blissfully unheeded by the Mbeki cabinet.
But why?

The underlying reasons are plain to see if
we read on in the 1998 White Paper itself.
Because, trumping the positive (but subse-
quently largely neglected) recommenda-
tions noted above, that would have begun
to introduce serious transformation of the
energy sector, we have a naïve and tragic
belief that somehow the invisible hand of
the global capitalist market would solve
everything. And so, the almost explicit
message was: we don’t need major state-
led infrastructure investment to meet our
energy requirements. All we need to do is
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throw ourselves onto the bosom of a sup-
posedly benign globalisation process by
way of liberalising, privatising, and de-reg-
ulating. As the White Paper puts it, we
must “work towards an investor-friendly
climate in the energy sector” (p.21). 

Consider, for instance, section 5.1 of the
White Paper (“Context, objectives and pri-
orities for energy policy”):

“Significant shifts have occurred in en-
ergy policies internationally in the post-oil
crisis era, and South Africa has the oppor-
tunity to learn from best practices from
abroad. Perhaps the most significant inter-
national shift in consciousness is a realisa-
tion that commercial energy sources will
not become scarce in the short or even
medium term. The ‘limits to growth’ school
of thought has receded. Energy security is
now being achieved, not through self-suf-
ficiency, but through greater diversification
and flexibility of supply, including in-
creased cross-border energy trade. One of
the implications of this trend is that na-
tional, uneconomic energy industries are
no longer protected” etc etc. (White Paper
on Energy, p.20)

What genius advised the DME in 1998
that we were now living in “a post-oil cri-
sis era”? Already there was a considerable
specialist literature on the looming threat
of oil production peaking, and within a few
years the SACP (without any specialist ca-
pacity in this sector) was popularising in
SA the challenge of peak oil. What genius
persuaded our cabinet to believe that
“commercial energy sources will not be-
come scarce in the short or even medium
term”? It is true that the second US-led in-
vasion of Iraq had not yet occurred, but it
didn’t require too much understanding of
global politics to comprehend that a major
global power struggle was long underway
to secure control over energy resources.

What genius threw the objective of secur-
ing as much national energy “self-suffi-
ciency” as possible out of the window less
than a decade before George Bush Jnr
launched a globally ruinous bio-fuels pro-
gramme to diminish the US’s external de-
pendency on fuel?

But these passages from the DME’s 1998
White Paper were not just a passing fad. In
August 2000 the Ministry of Public Enter-
prises published its Accelerated Agenda
Towards the Restructuring of State Owned
Enterprises. Policy Framework. Under the
“Energy Sector” the DPE document re-
peats verbatim large sections of the earlier
DME white paper, including most of the
passage quoted above. Following the DME
White Paper, the Public Enterprises policy
paper tells us that internationally:

“Greater emphasis is being placed on
commercialisation, incorporation and, in
some cases, privatisation. Energy markets
are being restructured to encourage greater
competition, even in the grid-based elec-
tricity and natural gas industries, which
have traditionally been regarded as natural
monopolies.” (p.125)

And where exactly was this “greater
competition” in grid-based electricity being
pioneered? California. And what company
was leading this process? Enron. In 1996
California began loosening control over its
energy market to increase competition. In
1998 a spot market for energy began oper-
ating in California. In May 2000 there were
huge increases in energy prices in the state.
In June 2000 the first serious black-out oc-
curred. In August, just as our Department
of Public Enterprises was publishing its
policy document, the San Diego Gas and
Electricity Company filed a complaint al-
leging for-profit manipulation of the mar-
ket. In January 2001 blackouts impacted on
several hundreds of thousands of Californ-
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ian customers and the state governor was
compelled to declare a state of emergency.
In the coming months millions more Cali-
fornians were affected by black-outs. 

While all of this was happening, the
South African Department of Public Enter-
prises was telling us that “international
best practice” dictated that commercialisa-
tion and privatisation of electricity gener-
ation was the way to go. They were vocif-
erously supported by the rest of cabinet, by
the DA, by the media, and by all the
learned economists who assume that we
have now forgotten what it was they were
saying back then.

This is what lies at the root of our pres-
ent electricity generation crisis. It was the
illusion that the capitalist market would
provide for all our needs. It was the illusion
that all the state needed to do was to cre-
ate an investor-friendly environment. But
it was also more than just these illusions.
These illusions happened to suit the class
interests of established monopoly capital
that did not want to see our new demo-
cratic state develop its own capacity to set
key strategic targets. And it suited the class
interests of an ANC-connected, aspirant
bourgeoisie who saw in the privatisation of
Eskom the route to plundering public re-

sources for the purposes of their own per-
sonal primitive accumulation. 

As it happens, there was little private sec-
tor interest in entering the electricity gen-
eration market in South Africa (our prices
were simply too low). But it was not for
want of trying that Eskom escaped whole-
sale privatisation. In the process, years in
which building-up generation capacity
could have been undertaken were squan-
dered.

The SACP (and Cosatu) can proudly say
that we resisted this disastrous strategic
programme. We were ridiculed at the time.
Some leading personalities in the Mbeki
camp even made the menacing suggestion
that the anti-privatisation general strikes in
2001 and 2002 were “insurrectionary” in
nature and designed to “overthrow the
democratic state”. In fact, they were at-
tempts to defend the democratic state and
the strategic assets vested in public utilities
like Eskom against an agenda of privatisa-
tion and of plundering.

As we move forward from Polokwane, it
is important that we remember all of this.
Polokwane will not live up to its possibili-
ties if it results in a change of personnel,
but little by way of changing our overall
strategic policy thrust. ★
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THE POLITICAL REPORT OF THE SACP SECRETARIAT 
TO THE CENTRAL COMMITTEE IN FEBRUARY 2008

The Post-Polokwane conjuncture:
We need revolutionary 
changes, not just changes!
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“In our country, more than in any other
part of the oppressed world, it is
inconceivable for liberation to have
meaning without a return of the wealth
of the land to the people as a whole. 
It is therefore a fundamental feature of 
our strategy that victory must embrace more
than formal political democracy. To allow
the existing economic forces to retain their
interests intact is to feed the root of racial
supremacy and does not even represent a
shadow of liberation” (ANC Morogoro,
“Strategy and Tactics”)

W
hile we routinely describe
events as “historical”, it is
highly probable that, in
decades to come, the
ANC’s December 2007

Polokwane Conference will indeed be un-
derstood to have been “historical”, a signif-
icant watershed moment in the history of
our national liberation movement. Almost
uniquely for a post-independence national
liberation movement, an incumbent presi-
dent and his electoral slate were defeated
democratically within the organisation,
notwithstanding all of the advantages and
considerable resources enjoyed by an in-
cumbent.

There were, of course, many diverse cur-
rents and agendas at play in Polokwane.

Essentially, however, it represented the ir-
ruption of popular democracy within the
ANC, the re-claiming of democratic space
within the organisation by thousands of
branch delegates, and the rejection of a
top-down, bureaucratic capture of the or-
ganisation. It is true that we should not
discount the degree to which delegates’
votes were themselves the result of consid-
erable provincial (and other) level factional
bargaining and trading, and top-down in-
structions. But this cannot detract from the
fact that the genie of inner-party democ-
racy was unleashed. The elation felt by del-
egates was often related less to the victory
of this or that list and more to a sense of a
recovery of popular/delegate power. The
democratic dislodging of an incumbent
president was the symbolic enactment of
this broader reality. “Those whom we have
elected this time”, many said, “must know
that we can do the same to them in five or
ten years’ time.”

There are many positive signs that this
inner-party democratic momentum from
Polokwane will be carried forward. The
January 8th statement of the ANC NEC
calls for a year of mass mobilisation to
build a caring society. There are welcome
signs that the new ANC leadership has
every intention of working in a far more
collective manner, that dynamic contact
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and consultation with structures is a prior-
ity, and that overcoming the factionalism of
the run-up to Polokwane, based on a prin-
cipled strategic approach and on a shared
programme of action, is a major priority.
This democratic opening is also tangible in
many other locations, including the ANC’s
parliamentary caucus. 

However, the Polokwane Spring is not
guaranteed to last forever. The potential
clearly inherent in this moment might be
stifled by a variety of objective and sub jec-
tive factors. The eventual impact and s
ignificance of Polokwane are themselves,
therefore, the subject of an ongoing 
struggle.

Why did the ANC need a Polokwane?
Polokwane and the 1996 class project
By its own admission (see the Organisa-
tional Reports to the 2005 ANC NGC and
to the 2007 ANC National Conference) the
ANC has been beset by many serious prob-
lems including pervasive internal tensions
and dysfunctionality. Over the last several
years the SACP has analysed these prob-
lems as being essentially a manifestation of
the ascendancy and then deepening crisis
of the “1996 class project”.

We have said that the defining features of
the 1996 class project are:

● A strategic agenda based on the flawed
belief that the NDR will be driven
through the stabilisation and return to
growth of the capitalist economy – re-
gardless of the systemic features of that
growth. This growth, it is assumed, will
then provide the resources for the state
to ameliorate the “plight of the poor”
through a variety of redistributive meas-
ures.
● The socio-economic programmes of
the 1996 class project are, as a result, a
hybrid – consisting of a dominant neo-

liberalism and a relatively extensive but
subordinate and often paternalistic so-
cial welfarism.
● In class terms the 1996 project repre-
sents an alliance between established
big capital (both national and transna-
tional) and an eme• capitalist stratum. It
is an alliance actively mediated by lead-
ing cadres within the state and is char-
acteristically con secrated through a
wide range of narrow BEE deals, and
other forms of primary accumulation of
capital by this until recently capital-less
(but aspirant) bour geois stratum.
● Demobilising the working class and
popular movement. As a necessary con -
dition for advancing its broader strategic
agenda the 1996 class project has attem -
pted in an ongoing way to demobilise
the popular movement. This has in-
cluded an attempt to re-shape the ANC,
“renewing” it as a narrow electoral ma-
chine and lobbying network. Alliance
partners have been marginalised, the
state apparatus often purged of com-
munist and left influ ences, and sectoral
and local movements have been cold-
shouldered. 
● At the same time, the weakening of
the key motive forces of the NDR has
been further advanced through unleash-
ing “liberalised” market forces on work-
ers and the rural and urban poor. Mass
retrenchments, casualisation, black list-
ing, farm and housing evictions and cut-
offs are among the consequences. This
dilution of the key motive forces is fur-
ther advanced by the state’s attempts to
reconfigure the working class, and
working class com munities as atom-
ised/individualised “clients”, and “cus-
tomers” (HDIs) of “de livery”. While the
bourgeoisie competes over tenders, the
working class is pitted against itself,
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competing individually for a place in an
employment queue or a housing waiting
list.
● The 1996 class project has also actively
re-configured the state – abolishing the
white minority state, while still retaining
a deeply entrenched dichotomy that
runs through the new state institutions.
This dichotomy in state institutions, de-
partments, agencies and policies reflects
the hybrid neo liberal/welfarist socio-
economic pro gramme of the 1996 class
project. As a result we have relatively
well-resourced (although not all uni-
formly effective) state departments,
parts of departments, agen cies, etc.
whose principal mandate is to create an
investor-friendly climate, to lower the
cost to doing business for business, and
so forth – these include the Treasury,
the Reserve Bank, at least the T in DTI,
Transnet, Foreign Affairs, Acsa, and even
the (soon to be dissolved) Scorpions. On
the other hand, we have a range of state
entities that are typically under-re-
sourced and overwhelmed by the scale
of their challenges. These are the “redis -
tributionist” state entities whose major
“target market” are the workers and the
poor – public health, public education,
home affairs, SAPS, correctional serv-
ices, public transport, land affairs, etc.
● The 1996 class project is also charac-
terised by a degree of programmatic
flexibility. While its core strategic pro-
gramme (capitalist growth and pater-
nalistic redistribution) has remained its
defining feature, it would be wrong to
imagine that it has remained static since
1996. In particular, it has endeavoured to
re-route the call for a developmental
state into its own project. The reversal of
the major privatisation drive of the last
years of the 1990s and early 2000s is cer-

tainly to be welcomed as, in part, the re-
sult of active mass struggle. However,
while espousing the building of a
“strong” state, reversing the down-siz-
ing trends in the public sector, and com-
mitting to consolidating the SOEs (those
that were not privatised) the 1996 class
project has been active in trying to re-
route all of this into their own game
plan – a mixture of lowering the cost to
doing business for business and the
milking of SOEs to assist the BEE capi-
talist stratum in its primary accumula-
tion endeavours. 
● Ideologically – the 1996 class project
exhibits all the core features of re-
formism, perceptively unpacked by
Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg, for in-
stance, in their own epoch. Given its
specific South African location and also
its location within the ANC, this re-
formism has two further general fea-
tures:

– it is essentially a bourgeois national-
ist ideology (the BEE capitalist stra-
tum being the principal articulator
and beneficiary of the ideology). In
this respect it differs from the aristoc-
racy of labour class features of the Eu-
ropean reformism that Lenin and Lux-
emburg critiqued. In the case of Euro-
pean social democratic reformism of
the 1910s, the leading ideologues iden-
tified with (and therefore tailed be-
hind) the imperialist/colonial ambi-
tions of their respective bourgeoisies
in the name of patriotism. In the case
of SA, our current black bourgeois na-
tionalism proclaims its own narrow
class interests to be identical with
those of the black majority (“black
economic empowerment”) and ex-
pects the working class and rural and
urban poor to tail behind it (again, in



the name of patriotism).
– it is a revisionist reformism in the
strict sense that it recites over and
over the language of the ANC-led lib-
eration movement while actively per-
verting (ie revising) the content of this
language. (One of the more obvious
examples of this revisionism is the
way in which the concept of “revolu-
tionary motive forces” has been gut-
ted and re-branded as a list of “inter-
est groups”, or as “those who stand to
benefit from change”). Even the con-
cept and main content of a “National
Democratic Society (NDS)“ instead of
“Revolution” is essentially revisionist.

Apart from these specific contemporary
and national features, this reformism ex-
hibits all of the core ideological features of
reformism in general, including:

● An evolutionary (not revolutionary)
understanding of history – history is ba-
sically on auto-pilot (the market?),
evolving inexorably towards its pre-or-
dained goals: an “African renaissance”,
the “NDS”, etc. History is a “mod-
ernising” process, what comes later is by
definition better than what preceded it.
“Today is better than yesterday and”, as
if this were predestined, “tomorrow will
be better than today.” 

Which is to say, the 1996 class project
tends to understand history as a relatively
smooth process, requiring, at most an oc-
casional technical adjustment. In other
words, the position has great difficulty in
understanding (or is in active denial about)
the thoroughly uneven, contradictory, con-
flictual (ie dialectical) nature of society and
of historical processes. Everything is pre-
sented as a “win-win” situation. All prob-
lems can be solved by way of “quiet diplo-
macy”, backroom deals, elite pacting, “bet-

ter communication”, or by way of another
Hefer commission.

Which is another way of saying that it
discounts the need for revolutionary mo-
tive forces, for a real mass-based struggle.
Revolutionary working class struggle, for
instance, is declared both “impossible”
(“the balance of forces will not permit it”)
and, in any case, “unnecessary” (“the revo-
lution” after all, “is on track”);

● The evolutionary, un-dialectical frame
of mind of the 1996 class project results
in a series of mechanical separations,
Chinese walls, the disarticulation of el-
ements that are part of a single (if often
contradictory) process . The most obvi-
ous of these mechanical separations is
the notion of a so-called “first” and a
separate “second” economy. Related to
this is the way in which development is
separated (ideologically) from the sys-
temic reproduction of under-develop-
ment (the word “under-development” is
used by the 1996 class project, but what
they mean is really undeveloped, ie
“backward”). 

These disarticulations are also in evidence
in institutional and policy making para-
digms – an “economic” cluster and a “so-
cial” cluster; and Presidential Working
Groups that work in silos and more as
sounding boards than serious consultative
forums. We see the same mechanical think-
ing in the robustly stageist thinking that is
actively propagated by the 1996 class proj-
ect, separating the NDR and socialism (this
is the “bourgeois” stage of the revolution”).
We also see the convenient disarticulation of
the corruption challenges we face from the
underlying policies that are fostering them.
So we have the moralising disapproval of
corruption, but complete silence about the
“entrepreneurial”, compradoral, parasitic
behaviour that is actively encouraged. 
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Taken together with all of the other gen-
eral features noted above, we can see that
there is a coherent internal logic about the
1996 class project. Its strategic agenda (cap-
italist growth plus redistribution); its socio-
economic programme (neo-liberalism plus
paternalistic welfarism); its class character;
its active demobilisation of the revolution-
ary motive forces; the architecture of the
state it has shaped and dominated; and its
ideological packaging are not accidental
they are fundamentally inter-connected.

The political centre of 
the 1996 class project
Many of the elements of what we are call-
ing the “1996 class project” have been
around within our movement, in one form
or another, for many decades. Under Man-
dela’s early state presidency we were still
involved in a relatively heterogeneous real-
ity of competing ideological perspectives
within the NLM and within society at large
– characteristic of any immediate post-
transitional moment. It was President
Mbeki, still a state deputy president, who
was to drive the “Thermidor” (the bour-
geois stabilisation) of our 1994 democratic
breakthrough.

It has been President Mbeki’s singular
achievement to have welded the different
elements of the 1996 project noted above
into a relatively coherent strategic pro-
gramme of action. And, indeed, it is Presi-
dent Mbeki and a close inner circle who
succeeded in achieving an at least tempo-
rary (although never unchallenged) “Ther-
midorean” hegemony for the project
within both the ANC and the state – sym-
bolised by the mid-1996 introduction of
GEAR. 

To achieve this hegemony Mbeki set
about building a presidential political cen-
tre focused within the state Presidency and

its technical apparatus – the main features
of which we have described relatively ex-
tensively in our 2006 CC Discussion Docu-
ment, and whose mutually reinforcing so-
cio-economic, state, political party and ide-
ological programmatic interventions we
have noted above.

Crises of the project 
– objective and subjective
Despite its relatively coherent internal
logic, the strategic agenda of the 1996 class
project was premised on illusory grounds.
It has now run into a series of predicted
and predictable objective and subjective
crises. The naïve belief in a benign interna-
tional community and globalising world
has been rocked by many realities, from a
grossly unfair trade regime that the devel-
oped North is not prepared to change fun-
damentally to the imperial occupation of
Iraq. The hope that a restoration of capital-
ist growth and profitability would be the
engine for reconstruction and development
has collided with the reality that this
growth actively reproduces systemic un-
derdevelopment – excessive export de-
pendence and capital and luxury goods im-
port dependence, a narrow national mar-
ket, deepening inequality, a polarised
labour market, a neglect of skills develop-
ment, obdurate unemployment at crisis
levels close to 40%, and energy intensive
and energy wasteful policies. The well-in-
tentioned socio-economic redistribution
programme finds itself battling to stay
afloat as housing backlogs simply increase,
or unemployment, the HIV-Aids pandemic
and the crisis in Zimbabwe put added
strain on our sketchy social security net.
Change without transformation results in
the continuous, and sometimes expanded,
reproduction of the crises of underdevelop-
ment.
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But there are also subjective contradic-
tions and strains within this “1996 class
project”. Its equation of market-friendly
technocratic delivery with development
has led to the fostering of a particular lead-
ing cadre within the ANC and state – state
managers and an overlapping new black
capitalist stratum. However, this emerging
black capitalist stratum is not the pioneer-
ing and productive (often patriotic) bour-
geoisie of early capitalism – typically
skilled artisans, engineers and inventors.
Arriving late on the scene, this black capi-
talist stratum, by and large, is not organi-
cally linked into production, but is thriving
on BEE Codes-driven acquisition of shares.
It is parasitic on the state and has a com-
pradorist relation with established white
capital (typically the financial sector and
the big mining houses). Far from being able
to provide an inspiring transformational
leadership to our country, it spends most of
its time in factional battles competing for
slices of action in arms procurement pack-
ages, or privatisation proceeds, or other
state tenders.

Depoliticising the political terrain
Faced with deepening contradictions of
this kind, the “1996 class project” has re-
sponded in a number of familiar ways. At
the heart of these responses is a depoliti-
cisation of the political terrain. There is of-
ten a predictable, stepped progression of
responses: 

Step One – deny. “The problem doesn’t
exist”. “The HI virus has never been iso-
lated in laboratory conditions”. “There is
no crisis in Zimbabwe”. “There are no
political differences between us”.
Step Two – well, yes, there might be a
small problem, but it’s all under con-
trol. “Please do not adjust your sets,
normal services will be resumed as soon

as possible … The Zimbabwean gov-
ernment and opposition have agreed on
all issues, all that remains are some pro-
cedural matters … The situation is at a
sensitive point and we cannot discuss it
publicly – but trust me on this … The
policies are all fine, it is merely a ques-
tion of implementation.”
Step Three – yes, there is a problem,
but the problem is not the problem but
the conspiracy that lies behind it. Blame
the media. Blame the pharmaceutical
companies. Blame a racist old-guard.
Blame British imperialism. Blame oppo-
sition parties. (We do not have to har-
bour illusions that any of these entities
are innocent bystanders, but the Zim-
babwean tragedy, for instance, cannot be
explained away by British intrigue, how-
ever intriguing the MI5 may or may not
be.)
Step Four – “some among us” - the con-
spiracy doesn’t just come from the out-
side. It comes from within our own
ranks. The snake must be rooted out.
Critical questions are really a smoke-
screen for another agenda. But even all
this is still driven by selective accept-
ance/rejection of existence of conspira-
cies (“There is no conspiracy against
Zuma, but there are conspiracies on
other matters”).

All of these responses narrow the space for
robust but democratic debate and discus-
sion – whether within the ANC, or it al-
liance, or in parliament. Transformational
(or, if you like, revolutionary) struggle is re-
duced to palace politics, “quiet diplomacy”,
behind the scenes manoeuvres. The politics
of broad social forces and the issues that
concern them (unemployment, poverty, in-
equality) get side-lined in favour of the pol-
itics of politicians, wheeling and dealing,
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floor-crossing, deal brokering. Broader is-
sues are ruled out of order, constitutional
opponents are labelled the “enemy”, and
politics is militarised or juridicised. Faced
with a political challenge, you appoint a
Hefer Commission or a Ginwala Commis-
sion or instead of facing the political issues
“We must allow the law to take its course”. 

Polokwane (and the preceding July 2005
ANC National General Council, and June
2007 National Policy Conference) can be
understood as a wave of rejection by a sig-
nificant majority of ANC rank-and-file
members and delegates of this de-politici-
sation of the space of popular transforma-
tional/revolutionary politics. Weakened by
the very contradictions within the ANC
that it inevitably unleashed, and further
weakened by the objective failure of its
larger agenda and the growing incoherence
of its ideological position, it was the 1996
class project’s presidential political centre
that was essentially challenged and par-
tially displaced by the Polokwane confer-
ence. The key strategic agenda emerging
from Polokwane is to consolidate an alter-
native political centre anchored in the
ANC. 

Polokwane: A rupture?
Clearly, something potentially decisive oc-
curred at Polokwane. But was it an histor-
ical rupture? It is obvious that the Mbeki
“political centre” of the 1996 class project
has lost its hegemony within the ANC and
its broader movement. A spell has been
broken. But the actual nature of the rup-
ture and its implications remain a con-
tested reality.

The dominant contradiction, which im-
mediately rallied together different class
forces within the ANC- liberation move-
ment, in the post-2005 conjuncture has
been centralisation of power by the state

presidency, and a marginalising rather than
a uniting style – key pillars but not the only
pillars of the 1996 class project. Indeed it is
rejection of this “political centre” and its
style which acted as a magnet to pull to-
gether different class and other forces
within the movement. 

However the SACP will have to under-
take a very sober analysis of the threats
and possibilities provided by this new, un-
folding post-Polokwane conjuncture in or-
der to play its vanguard role.

Possible scenarios: Post-Polokwane
prospects and possibilities 
For purposes of facilitating debate and
analyses at this CC, it is important to start
by analysing what one would regard as
possible threats or negative scenarios post-
Polokwane. It is important to do this so
that Polokwane is properly understood as
an ‘internal democratic breakthrough’
whose potential still has to be further
struggled for.

Depending on which class forces are able
to build effective organisation, mobilise
unifying programmes of action, and pres-
ent a coherent ideological understanding of
our challenges, the movement may begin
to take a serious left-turn and/or lay im-
portant conditions for such a shift. Or it
might stagnate, or even taken a further
rightwards shift. 

By offering possible post-Polokwane sce-
narios we are not engaging in speculative
reasoning to foster either demoralisation or
self-serving triumphalism. Rather it is to
contribute towards our understanding of
the current conditions and to sharpen our
strategy and tactics as encapsulated in our
‘South African Road to Socialism’. But also
much more importantly is to undertake
such analysis in order make sure that the
mistakes of the 1996 Class Project are prop-
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erly understood so that we never allow
such practices to ever take hold again in
our movement. 

Possibility 1: A negative
trajectory/scenario 
In this pessimistic scenario we posit a sit-
uation where a (new) grouping of narrow
BEE-type class forces (those who feel ag-
grieved at being by-passed by the Mbeki
political centre in terms of procurements,
tenders and privatisation deals, and others
who simply cross the floor to the new
camp) becomes dominant within the ANC.
They use the ANC as a temporary “strate-
gic political centre” in order to consolidate
their own factional dominance, and to use
this dominance to secure control of the
state apparatus at the 2009 elections. Once
in state power, they marginalise left/ work-
ing class forces that had played a key role
in assuring them a Polokwane victory, or
they buy off representatives of progressive
forces with positions in government and
they try to placate their mass base with
unsustainable populist economic meas-
ures. The democratic space opened up by
Polokwane is closed once more, and the
ANC strategic political centre is margin-
alised again by a new political centre con-
centrated in the state. 

In this instance, there would be no fun-
damental change, there would just be new
faces. Indeed, given the objective crisis of
the 1996 class project, and given the serious
divisions and factionalising of key parts of
the state apparatus as a result of this crisis,
more of the same could prove to be even
worse. The objective conditions for a
“new” 1996 class project have deteriorated.

What are the immediate signs of such a
potential scenario, and what are the under-
lying factors that might facilitate it?

1. The revitalisation of the ANC as a

campaigning mass movement is critical
to re-building the capacity of the key
NDR motive forces and taking forward
a left post-Polokwane agenda. However,
the damage already done to the ANC
may prove to be extremely difficult to
undo. 
2. Related to the above concern, and in
an immediate way, the left presence in
the run-up to provincial ANC confer-
ences is considerably weaker than in the
run-up to Polokwane. The impact of the
left is actually very weak in ANC
provincial structures and processes, a
function of the extent to which the 1996
class project has marginalised the left in
many provinces within the ANC. This
could result in several outcomes, one of
which is that the non-left in the new
ANC national leadership and a recycled
non-left leadership in ANC provinces
find each other, and consolidate a non-
left hegemony – once more marginalis-
ing the left.
3. Just as the revitalisation of the ANC is
critical, so too is the forging of a strong
democratic developmental state. But the
1996 class project has weakened key sec-
tors of the state and its factional battles
as its own crisis has deepened has seen
the very danger factional politicisation
of key parts of the state including sensi-
tive areas like intelligence, prosecutions
and even (now) the military. Can this
dangerous slide be reversed? Will ele-
ments of the new ANC leadership carry
the factional abuse of state structures
further?
4. More specifically, in regard to the
same basic point, some sections of the
narrow BEE-type are calling for the
complete scrapping (and not relocation
within the state) of the functions of, for
instance, the Scorpions. In a related way,
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there is the danger that a new “anti-cor-
ruption” discourse and the re-opening of
inquiries into the arms deal could sim-
ply be used either to settle factional
scores or, worse still, be used as a
counter-strike capacity (“you move on
us, and we will move on you”), once
more paralysing the ANC and the state
in regard to effective anti-corruption
measures. 
5. Above all, there is the very real power
of capital (which has got stronger not
weaker relative to popular forces in the
course of post-1996 period) to use a mix-
ture of carrots and sticks (threats of dis-
investment, loss of investment ratings,
etc) to pile on pressure on the new lead-
ership. Already we have seen tendencies
within the new leadership to assure
global capital and local monopoly capi-
tal that conditions for accumulation will
not change. These tendencies are not
necessarily consistent (for instance the
ANC President has also made several
diverging statements, including the good
point in his ANC 52nd Presidential clos-
ing speech in which he said that the
NDR will set the terms and conditions
for foreign investment). However, con-
trary tendencies (eg calling for a flexible
labour market) are a sign of the real
threats posed by the power of capital. 
6. Related to the above point is an in-
tense (and relatively successful)
media/ideological post-Polokwane cam-
paign to present the economic policy
choices confronting us as either – “more
of the same”, or “unsustainable left pop-
ulism”. For a classical performance of
this theme see the most recent duet by
Khehla Shubane (the voice of narrow
BEE) “versus” RW Johnson (the voice
of established monopoly capital) (Busi-
ness Day, February 27, 2008). In this reg-

ular “Face Off” column these two arch
representatives of the key class alliance
at the heart of the 1996 class project go
through the motions of sparring with
each other, the better to affirm an un-
derlying class consensus: 
“Dear Bill, The demands of the hard left
are impossible to satisfy; they think the
business cycle amounts to nothing more
than a bourgeois fable and profits are ex-
ploitation. According to the left, businesses
must finance social needs before reward-
ing shareholders for risk taken. Many of
them are livid that the corporate tax rate
has been reduced by one percentage
point…etc etc.
“Dear Khehla, I agree there’s little point in
worrying about the sub-rational left. And
of course one must always expect the trade
unions to attack almost any budget: they
would like a lot more jobs and higher
wages and more inflexible labour laws
and lots of other incompatible things…“
7. The possible emergence of a powerful
new coalition of rural elites, with tradi-
tional leaders becoming more dominant,
with the rural masses being reduced to
nothing more than recipients of social
grants and ‘favours’ from the elite.
8. The danger of the SACP and the or-
ganised working class becoming com-
placent in the light of displacing the
hegemony of the 1996 class project’s po-
litical centre, thus surrendering inde-
pendence and being ‘swallowed’ by the
broad movement. Alternatively, the left
might fail to effectively claim and hege-
monise its Polokwane victory, continu-
ing instead in a pre-Polokwane mode –
on the defensive and fighting a thou-
sand factional battles and localised
Polokwanes, failing, in short, to present
a left programmatic perspective as a uni-
fying strategic agenda.
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Possibility 2: Optimistic position 
● The emergence of a more coherent al-
liance, pursuing a joint programme of
action, while retaining the independ-
ence of each of the alliance formations.
Prospects for this are created by the very
firm Polokwane commitment to build a
campaigning ANC.
● In economic terms to develop a pro-
gressive alliance policy platform, based
on the perspectives of a mass driven de-
velopmental state, in which private cap-
ital is subordinated to the logic and im-
peratives of breaking the CST accu-
mulation path
● A radical redefinition and reshaping of
black economic empowerment to focus
on productive investment, production
of affordable consumer goods, and the
creation of ‘independent’ (black and
white) sections of the bourgeoisie with
a commitment to domestic investments
for job creation and promoting domes-
tic demand. 
● This scenario will eliminate conditions
that gave rise to the 1996 class project’s
patronage, colonial class structure etc.
The centre of power will not only be
the ANC, but a reconfigured alliance
with the working class firmly at the cen-
tre of driving the national democratic
revolution through mass mobilisation
(eg street committees, people’s land
committees, community police forums,
local education committees etc). 
● What are the immediate signs / condi-
tions for the optimistic scenario upon
which we can build a radical national
democratic programme? 

1. In his congress closing speech, the
ANC President strongly indicated that
FDI will come under the terms and
conditions of the NDR. This means
World Bank and IMF – the agents of

global capital, including rating agencies
– won’t dictate terms on SA. The ANC
President also called upon the dele-
gates to call the new leadership to ac-
count if it doesn’t do what the dele-
gates have asked it to do.
2. ANC resolutions on the develop-
mental state and the existence of the
government industrial strategy, albeit
still fraught with many weaknesses. 
3. Recognition for the need of a cam-
paigning ANC 
4. The outcome of the ANC leader-
ship itself has opened up a democratic
space for the left. The ANC has agreed
on the Cosatu proposal on the conven-
ing of the Alliance summit – which is
an important platform to define the
Alliance agenda for the next 10 years.
What should the Summit achieve? –
(a) alliance protocol / institutionalisa-
tion of the Alliance decision making
process, (b) develop an NDR minimum
programme in relation to the state and
the economy.

Again a critical question is how do we
ensure that post-Polokwane is charac-
terised by the key features of this potential
positive trajectory?

Immediate tasks and challenges of the
SACP and the working class 
Early indications from the senior leader-
ship of the ANC point to confidence in the
SACP and preparedness for the SACP to
play an important role in the unfolding sce-
nario. This is an attitude we need to build
upon, as part of playing our vanguard role
in our broader movement. For instance the
President of the ANC has already indicated
that he would like to engage the SACP on
its perspectives around the movement’s
engagement with the African continent.

We need to ground our tasks in the cur-
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rent period on the programme outlined in
‘South African Road to Socialism’ as
adopted at our 12th Congress; that of build-
ing working class hegemony in all key sites
of power. This will require an ongoing elab-
oration of our tactics and the program-
matic content of ‘SARS’ in line with the
changing political and class terrains. In
essence we do not just need changes, but
revolutionary changes, underpinned by the
power of the people, guided by the revolu-
tionary character and programme of the
ANC and its allies.

We have argued that the core progressive
feature of Polokwane is that it represented
the irruption of popular democracy within
the ANC and a rejection of top-down, bu-
reaucratic leadership and of the factional
capture of the organisation. However, this
democratic irruption, the “Polokwane
Spring”, will represent change without
transformation and merely initiate another
cycle of factional capture and corporate in-
cursions into the ANC and state apparatus
unless the left advances a coherent, principled
and unifying analysis and practical pro-
gramme within the ANC, the alliance and
broader society.

This must include:
● Resisting the tendency to prolong the
pre-Polokwane inner-ANC struggles ad
infinitum as factional struggles without
political content – It is obvious that, in
the first place, there are elements in the
media that seek to do precisely this (see
the City Press’s highly distorted story on
the January 2008 NEC lekgotla) – not al-
ways necessarily out of any malice, but
because the dumbing down of political
commentary has meant that much of
the media doesn’t understand how do
deal with politics in any other way. But,
at the same time, it must be admitted
that there are groupings within our

movement that are hell-bent on contin-
uing factional battles (either to settle
scores in a thousand localised Polok-
wanes, or to mount a “fight back” cam-
paign). We are not saying that an ongo-
ing political struggle against the
reformism of the “1996 class project” is
not necessary – it is absolutely essential.
But the “1996 class project” is to be
found, in one version or another, on
both sides of the Polokwane divide. We
can also anticipate many opportunistic
“floor-crossings” within the ANC.
● Which is to say the only safeguard
against the danger of perpetuating fac-
tional division is to politicise differences
and debates, and by politicise we mean
essentially constantly posing revolution-
ary and class questions – 

– What is the national democratic
transformational content of opening
up an ANC study of the arms deal
package? Or is it just motivated to dig
up “counter-strike” dirt of a factional
kind?
– What is the class content of the
Polokwane Scorpions resolution?
How do we ensure that the overall
transformation of the criminal justice
system enhances popular democratic
power, addresses the concerns of the
working class and poor, and weakens
bourgeois class rule?
– In supporting, as we do, the rule of
law, how do we ensure a working class
hegemonic content, character and de-
fence of the rule of law?

● The current, immediate post-Polok-
wane period is characterised by an im-
portant fluidity, the opening up of dem-
ocratic space. We must make maximum
use of this opportunity and ensure that
what is done in the next 14 months sets
in motion dynamics that help to keep
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this democratic space open. How, for in-
stance, do we ensure that the more dy-
namic democratic momentum currently
in evidence from ANC head-quarters or
in the ANC parliamentary caucus is sus-
tained beyond the 2009 elections? The
danger is that after 2009, if and when,
the key leadership currently spearhead-
ing the democratisation wave from
within Luthuli House or Parliament
finds itself in the Executive, will the
same democratic space remain open? In
this regard, there are a number of obvi-
ous moves that must be implemented
before the end of the current Parliamen-
tary term:

– Passing the Money Bills legislation (it
is for instance hypocritical for Minister
of Finance to urge parliament to effec-
tively exercise its oversight over the
executive while opposing the passing
of this legislation)
– Prohibiting future floor-crossing
– Consolidating the reconfiguration of
the Alliance
– Consolidating the ANC’s strategic
policy capacity based on popular mo-
bilisation campaigns.

● Turning crises into transformational
opportunities – The Polokwane mo-
ment coincides both with a major global
economic downturn that has both cycli-
cal and structural features, and a slow-
down and a series of structural prob-
lems in the South African economy. In
many “developed” electoral systems, the
centre-left frequently inherits both a
cyclical economic down-turn and sys-
temic socio-economic problems pro-
voked by the asset-stripping, tax-cut-
ting, down-sizing policies and/or
military adventures of the previously in-
cumbent centre-right. In the South
African case, given the electoral predom-

inance (and current unassailability) of
the ANC, some features of this cyclical
political/electoral tendency are being
played out within the ANC itself, rather
than between different parliamentary
electoral formations. Given the greater
influence (but not dominance) of the
left within the post-Polokwane ANC,
there is a danger that we can end up
merely “managing” the problems, and
even getting blamed for them, while a
centre-right within the ANC bides its
time and gets ready to ride the next eco-
nomic up-turn. Positioning ourselves ef-
fectively given these challenges will re-
quire

– a commitment to the sober and sus-
tainable use of public resources (and
not the macro-economic populism we
are accused of wanting to unleash).
We need to underline that it is the
“1996 class project” and its capitalist
allies that have been squandering pub-
lic resources on white elephants and
self-enrichment programmes (arms
procurement, Coega, Gautrain, the pri-
vatisation of Telkom, Iscor, etc.).
– consolidating the growing commit-
ment from government to focus budg-
etary spending on key priorities – in-
frastructure, education and training
and health-care. For instance, in rela-
tion to education, is it possible for us to
make it a priority without separating
the national department say into two
departments; one for schooling and
the other for higher education (includ-
ing science and technology)? In other
words some government departments
are simply overburdened given the pri-
orities we have set.
– The SACP will have to, among other
things, use some of its campaigns to
focus on the revolutionary transfor-
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mation of local government. We must
just admit that there are simply too
many problems in this sphere, and
many of our municipalities are riddled
with corruption and non-functioning
councillors. We cannot postpone this
matter any more, and it also requires
that we seriously engage the ANC in
this regard in order to come up with a
detailed programme to attend to
problems in local government and em-
bark on a campaign to root corrup-
tion. This must be accompanied by
building appropriate capacity at this
level, as well as extend party political
funding and constituency offices net-
works to this sphere, possibly linked
with national and provincial con-
stituency offices. Such an integrated
approach can also go a long way in
synergising our work between these
various spheres of government.

– a complete, democratic, review of en-
ergy policy – with particular emphasis
on separating Minerals and Energy into
separate government departments; on
cancelling the planned aluminium
smelter at Coega; on re-nationalising
SASOL; strengthening Eskom while en-
suring that Eskom does not monopolise
energy policy decisions, particularly in
regard to the development of renewable
energy sources; a state-led investment
in boosting refining capacity; and acti-
vating popular participation and mobil-
isation in the energy debate.

– In response to the repeated question
about economic policy (“change or no
change?”) we need
– to point out that we support the
economic policy changes that were al-
ready under-way before Polokwane
(even if they were often denied or
camouflaged)

– industrial policy, an end to privati-
sation (including the new commit-
ment not to sell off municipal land
that can be used for housing), a de-
velopmental state, etc. In doing this,
we must of course ensure that all of
these measures have a transforma-
tional momentum and are not just
rescue packages for business (“lower-
ing the costs to doing business for
business” – “business unusual…but
FOR business”??)

Above all, the primary challenge for the
SACP is to ensure that we help to deepen
the organisational strength and capacity of
the working class in order to build it as the
leading motive force of the national dem-
ocratic revolution.

Other urgent political issues
The JSCI report on the Special ‘Browse’
Mole Report: At the time of the leaking of
the above report, the SACP decided to re-
quest the Joint Standing Committee on In-
telligence to investigate the veracity of the
report. The JSCI has concluded its investi-
gations and has publicly released the re-
port earlier this week.

In short this report is a very disturbing
report about the functioning of the Scorpi-
ons and also raises some broader issues of
political concern. This CC will have to re-
flect on the report and take relevant deci-
sions.

Some of the things that are deeply dis-
turbing in this report include the following:

● That indeed that report was commis-
sioned by the Directorate of Special Op-
erations (Scorpions), and authorised by
its head, Leonard McCarthy
● That the Scorpions have been illegally
continued to gather intelligence, and in
this case, even political intelligence that
is beyond its purview
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● That the Scorpions have been having
contacts with foreign and private agen-
cies and services
● Many senior Scorpions investigators
have no security clearance, including the
compiler of that report Ivor Powell

However of even more serious concern is
what is clearly a political agenda to pursue
certain political leaders, including those
that the very same Scorpions have been in-
vestigating for crimes other than their po-
litical role. It is for instance very clear that
the Scorpions have been undertaking a
‘dual’ investigation on the ANC President,
criminal and political, with the intention,
as the Browse say, of merging these two. If
there was any doubt of the existence of a
political conspiracy against some of our po-
litical leaders, involving the use of state in-
stitutions, the JSCI report finally confirms
this!

The JSCI report concludes by calling for
action to be taken against McCarthy and
all those involved in the Browse Mole.

While re-affirming our approach to such
matters, that they must be located within
a broader struggle for the transformation of
our entire criminal justice system, but the
JSCI report deserved specific attention by
this Central Committee. 

The Alliance: This Central Committee will

get an opportunity to reflect on the ques-
tion of reconfiguration of the Alliance and
its programme of action, especially in the
wake of Polokwane. These matters will be
raised in a bit more detail in the Organisa-
tional Report, especially also in relation to
the preparations for our National Policy
Conference in the middle of the year.

Apart from the matters raised above,
there are also other specific issues that the
SACP has placed before the Alliance Secre-
tariat that will require discussion at the
Summit: the matter of the representivity of
the SABC Board; and the 2009 elections
and the elections manifesto.

Zimbabwe: The SACP has continued its
interactions with the key political forces in
Zimbabwe. The elections in Zimbabwe are
taking place next month, and Mugabe uni-
laterally set the date without some of the
substantive issues being finalised. For in-
stance there has been a concern from the
opposition parties that elections should
have been held only after the adoption of a
new constitution, which has now been
agreed to.

Requests from many of the political and
civil society forces are that we need to find
ways and means of effectively monitoring
these elections. We have to urgently engage
the ANC in this regard. ★
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T
he African National Congress
52nd National Conference held
in Polokwane ushered in a new
situation and its outcomes will
be debated for years to come. 

The strategic task facing the CEC is to re-
flect on the meaning of Polokwane and to
define Cosatu’s political strategy to navi-
gate this exciting yet complex political ter-
rain. The aim of this paper is to stimulate
debate by identifying strategic questions
facing Cosatu. Therefore it does not pre-
tend to conclusively and exhaustively can-
vass all the issues. By definition, a political
report is not gospel and the CEC must en-
gage with all the issues raised particularly
those that deal with Cosatu’s stance going
forward. It therefore does not give all the
answers but poses questions for reflection.
Ultimately the CEC has the responsibility
to guide Cosatu and issue an unequivocal
position to steer Cosatu and its members
going forward. 

Polokwane has opened up new opportu-
nities, yet it is still early to conclusively de-
fine the shape of the new terrain. It repre-
sented the rejection of a particular mode of
managing the movement yet the new vi-
sion is still taking shape. The coalition that
made Polokwane possible still has to elab-
orate its vision beyond the rebellion
against the old regime. We are in a fluid pe-

riod made more difficult by the existence of
‘two-centres of power’. What happens be-
tween now and 2009 remains uncertain
and the post-2009 election scenario is still
in some distant future. 

What is however clear is that the work-
ing class must defend the gains made in
Polokwane and repel the rightwing back-
lash that seek to drive a wedge between
the leadership in Luthuli House and the
Union Building. 

The road to Polokwane 
– historical background
Cosatu’s political preparation for the ANC
52nd Conference can be traced back to the
September Commission tabled at the 1997
Congress. The September Commission Re-
port was the first major reflection by
Cosatu of the challenges posed by the tran-
sition from apartheid and the process of
economic restructuring. The main argu-
ment of the September Commission was
the importance of putting redistribution
back on the national agenda after Gear
was imposed on the country. . The Report
also sought to define the role of Cosatu in
the post apartheid period and argued that
Cosatu continues on the trajectory of rev-
olutionary or transformative trade union-
ism.

Cosatu’s Eight National Congress in 2003

AFRICAN COMMUNIST | May 2008

22

POLITICAL REPORT

Positioning Cosatu 
in the aftermath of Polokwane
This is an edited version of the Cosatu secretariat’s political report 
to the Central Executive Committee on 25-27 February 2008



adopted the 2015 Plan following the con-
clusion that the working class was being
sidelined and capital had reaped substan-
tial benefits from democracy. Key strategies
of the 2015 Plan are the decision to ‘swell
the ranks of the ANC’ with working class
cadres aimed at changing the direction of
the ANC towards a consistent working
class agenda. It is the 9th Congress in 2006
that plunged Cosatu into new terrain by
adopting the resolution that Cosatu should
identify its preferred candidate on the ANC
NEC. Additionally, the Congress called for
an Alliance Electoral Pact to defining a new
approach to the Alliance coupled with the
resolution to take stock in June 2008
whether there has been any measurable
shift to the left. The implied implication of
this particular call was that Cosatu support
for the ANC depends on the measurable
shift to the left. 

An extended Central Executive Commit-
tee was convened to discuss the political
discussion papers prepared for the ANC
Conference. The 4th Central Committee
deliberated on the meaning of the 9th Con-
gress resolutions in respect of the list of
preferred candidates as well as the Pact.
The decision to identify a list of preferred
candidates served as a momentum as it
happened in conjunction with the group-
ing within the ANC that was disillusioned
about the general direction of the move-
ment. Many attribute the eventual tri-
umph in Polokwane to be the result
amongst others of the bold step and yet
not usual step to debate and announce
preferred leaders of another organisation in
a Cosatu constitutional meeting. We ar-
gued that the situation was abnormal and
that the working class could no longer sit
idle whilst the organisation they have built
over decades was facing a danger of being
high jacked by what is loosely known as

the 1996 class project that is forming a new
alliance with capital. Our intervention was
a rescue operation and a class intervention. 

Obviously there was a backlash. The
rightwing in the ANC was absolutely in-
censed by what they regarded as extra or-
dinary arrogance and interference by
Cosatu. The SACP on its part did not back
our decision to name preferred candidates
openly. They nevertheless published a let-
ter to the delegates calling for either a
change of attitude or change of leadership
in Polokwane. 

All these interventions firmly placed
Cosatu into a particular camp in opposi-
tion to a camp. We were suddenly firmly
part of an organised faction in the ANC
fighting against another organised faction.
In the process we got tainted by whatever
criticism against what become known as a
‘Zuma camp’. We could no longer play a
neutral role to unify the two camps that
existed – we were in one of those two
camps. The environment allowed little
space for neutrality. You had to one of us or
against us! You had to be working for
change in the ANC or defending the status
quo!

This put pressure on our own internal
unity and cohesion. A few comrades irre-
spective of their union’s position on the
matter are loyal to particular personalities
and are broadly sympathetic to the politi-
cal direction pursued by the other camp in
the ANC. This small group has not been
comfortable with the general direction
Cosatu has taken and had on many occa-
sions expressed discomfort with the role
Cosatu played in the post 2004 period. It
was not surprising that at least the ‘other
camp’ to the NEC nominated two of
Cosatu leaders. 

This did not necessarily destroy alto-
gether our cohesion. 
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Strategic considerations informing
Cosatu’s approach to Polokwane
What were some of the key strategic ques-
tions that informed the federation’s pos-
ture? First, the imposition of Gear in 1996
signalled a shift towards a conservative
stabilisation project largely supported by
capital and right wing opposition parties.
The political centre shifted towards the
centre left and this became the dominant
discourse in our society. It was a discourse
that favoured cautious approach to ques-
tions of economic management that privi-
leged markets over the state. 

Second, was the political ethos that was
linked to this economic conservatism. The
constitution promised a radical democratic
political culture but this was limited by the
overwhelming influence of capital and the
closure of democratic participation on the
economy. 

Third, this political culture spilled into
the ANC and the alliance. The ANC and
the Alliance were largely sidelined in shap-
ing the economic future of this country, as
decision-making was concentrated in the
Executive. Even in the executive, the Treas-
ury loomed large and had the final word
on developmental question, which were
subordinate to deficit reduction. In this po-
litical climate the alliance functioned more
as a crisis manager than a driver of the
transformation process. The last ten years
since 1996, have been characterised by ma-
jor conflict in the alliance on a number of
issues, including the very nature of the al-
liance.

Fourth, driving the political thinking of
the federation is the palace politics that
have characterised the alliance in the re-
cent past. Political intrigue has taken the
place of genuine engagement around
strategic issues facing the movement and
our society. In this climate there were

charges of state institutions being used to
settle internal party disputes, especially
through the selective use of the corruption
stick. 

The working class was not a passive ob-
server of this unfolding tragedy. In the post
96 period the working class remobilised
and mounted several campaigns on jobs,
poverty all targeted at neo-liberal eco-
nomic liberalisation. The working class also
challenged the bosses at the factory level to
challenge restructuring and to better their
working conditions. Working class commu-
nities also resisted the ‘commoditisation’ of
water, electricity and other basic services.
Political upheaval in the country led by
variously by the trade union movement or
social movements in part account for the
outcomes of the NGC in 2005, the Policy
Conference in 2007 and the National Con-
ference in Polokwane. It is important to re-
member this fact, that it is mass struggles
not shenanigans among the leadership that
tilted the balance of forces

Cosatu’s preparation for Polokwane 
Cosatu took some flak from across the po-
litical spectrum for announcing its list of
preferred candidates. We must unequivo-
cally defend the decision of the Congress
on this question as correct under the polit-
ical climate it was adopted. Ultimately, his-
tory will judge whether this was a decisive
or divisive move by Cosatu but we must be
steadfast in defending that decision. 

The CEC must however discuss whether
this resolution now applies to the ANC
Provinces, regions and branches. The
North West Province has already come out
in the open with its preferred list of candi-
dates for the ANC PEC in that province.
The Mpumalanga PEC wanted to publish
its own preferred list but was stopped by
the Cosatu Deputy General Secretary. Only
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the CEC can provide a proper interpreta-
tion of this resolution in the aftermath of
the 52nd Conference. 

The list of names adopted by the Central
Committee of Cosatu was in tandem with
the list of the forces campaigning for a
comrade Jacob Zuma-led NEC. Cosatu had
to work with these forces to ensure the de-
cisive victory of the Zuma led list in the
leadership contest. 

Undoubtedly, this is not a homogenous
group as it brought together comrades
with different class and other interests.
This group was unified by the desire to
bring change in the ANC leadership and
internal political environment even though
there is no unifying vision of what this
means. Cosatu and the working class must
assert its agenda and continue to work
with all forces for change around a pro-
gressive platform. 

At the Congress, Cosatu lobbied for a
number of its leaders to be included on the
list. In principle, the most of the names
were welcomed, but dues to technicalities
they could not make it on the final list. It
also became embarrassingly obvious that
we did not study the Election Rules, which
implies that our level of activism in the
ANC leaves a lot to be desired as individ-
uals and as a collective. 

This to some extent exposed the extent
to which we have allowed the decision of
swelling the ranks of the ANC to unfold on
its own without any tight monitoring by
the centre This also raised a question on
the extent to which Cosatu cadres links
their trade unionism with political activism
where they reside, and this also brought to
fore the weaknesses in Cosatu’s internal
processes of identifying leaders. This par-
ticular weakness continues to manifest it-
self particularly in the unity and cohesion
of the federation. Put crudely, we may ask

a question where did Cosatu leaders re-
ceive their ‘baptismal of fire’ and how did
this relate to their conduct inside the fed-
eration and how they perceived challenges
facing the movement as a whole?

There is no doubt that the ANC was
deeply divided towards the 52nd Confer-
ence. Results for the leadership illustrate
the extent of such divisions as groups
voted for their own slate with few ‘cross-
overs’. The message of unity in this context
is very important to heal the cracks that
were reflected in Polokwane. It is also cor-
rect, that there should be no vindictiveness
as this will only serve to further divide the
ANC. 

Divisions in the ANC spilled over into
Cosatu for the better part of 2007. We saw
the emergence of media leaks contradicting
official positions of Cosatu. The division
further manifested in Cosatu leaders ap-
pearing on different lists at the conference.
However, the CEC mandated NOBs to
identify Cosatu leaders to be released and
other comrades were on the list in their ca-
pacity as ANC activist. This reflects differ-
ent political alignments within Cosatu and
the question is whether we are facing ide-
ological rifts in Cosatu? This has to be con-
fronted and put in its proper context, and
there should be clarity on the political di-
mensions of these divisions. 

The meaning of Polokwane – Assessing
the outcomes of the conference
We plotted several scenarios and we eval-
uate the outcome of Polokwane against
these scenarios. Notwithstanding the vic-
tory of the collective under the leadership
of Cde JZ, it is still early to arrive at defin-
itive conclusions as the political situation is
still in a flux, suggesting that we are in no
particular scenario. A few general indica-
tors are worth elaborating and discussing
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– we cite these developments to reject the
idea of a ‘business as usual’ conference. 

First, it is only die-hards that can argue
nothing has changed in Polokwane, al-
though there are different interpretations
of the outcome. The ANC mass base re-
volted against the status quo and installed
a new leadership with the hope that it will
lead to the revival of internal democracy.
This revolt was against the ‘technocratic-
near authoritarian style’ of managing the
movement and its subordination to the ex-
ecutive. The revolt was essentially about
political accountability and democratisa-
tion and rejection of the culture of closed
decision-making. By rejecting the third
term option, the membership also opposed
the idea of indispensable leaders who pos-
sesses all wisdom and know what’s best
for the movement. Still, a sizeable section
of the ANC – 40% of delegates – still sup-
ported this option and this group is not to
be easily dismissed. 

Second, a ‘business as usual’ analysis of
the resolutions of conference totally mis-
reads the outcome of the conference. The
alternative reading, that Polokwane repre-
sented an overhaul of policy does not also
stand to scrutiny. Contrary to attempts to
downplay the policy shifts emanating from
these conferences, Polokwane (and the
NGC and Policy Conference that preceded
it) signalled the need for policy shifts on a
number of issues. In some cases, the Polok-
wane conference consolidated the shifts
that were beginning to emerge from within
the state, for example around the develop-
mental state; industrial policy; poverty
eradication; education; and health care. 

In some areas of policy, conference em-
phatically rejected existing or proposed
policies on key questions. The conference
call for a comprehensive rural development
strategy rejected the limited suggestions

emerging from the state. In this regard con-
ference also resolved that the ANC discard
the market-driven approach to land reform
and review the willing seller-willing buyer
principle. 

The Conference resolution on promoting
decent employment rejected the labour
market liberalisation proposals tabled at
the NGC. The decent employment agenda
will form the cornerstone of the ANC ap-
proach to fighting unemployment and
poverty. 

Delegates also identified the fact that the
current growth path is not addressing un-
employment and inequality and called for
a more redistributive growth strategy. Not
all policy questions were settled at the con-
ference and several were deferred for the
further discussions, including with the al-
liance. The fact that the Conference did not
reject the Electoral Pact suggests a key
opening for debate within the alliance. 

Delegates resolved that free education be
expanded for poor children including up to
undergraduate level. As a prelude, the ‘no
fee’ schools should be increased to 60%.
This is the most radical proposal to ever
emerge from ANC conferences on educa-
tion. Conference went a step further to
propose that education and health care
should be key priorities of the ANC for the
coming five years. 

Third, the organisational renewal’ resolu-
tions are directed at rejuvenating ANC
structures at all levels. The significance of
the organisational renewal resolutions is
the rejection of proposals tabled in the
NGC that sought to invest executive power
in the NWC. 

Conference called for the abandonment
of floor-crossing while retaining the current
electoral system. From a Cosatu perspec-
tive, this is a half-victory, as conference did
not agree on the need to introduce a con-
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stituency element in the national and
provincial elections. 

We should not lose sight of the fact that
this conference did not spend inordinate
amount of time trying to preach to the per-
ceived ultra-left. This conference was a one
marked by a constructive spirit to find an-
swers to challenges facing our society. It
may not have adopted resolutions that live
up to our expectations but it certainly has
opened the political space for new politics
and relations to emerge. The challenge is
for Cosatu and the working class organisa-
tions, including the SACP, to consistently
and vigorously give their own interpreta-
tions to these resolutions or we run the risk
of allowing the prevailing view of ‘no pol-
icy shift’ to gain hegemony even within the
ANC. 

The new NEC is the most representative
of many layers of the ANC even though
there is still a gap of social movement rep-
resentation. Cabinet members and those
with business links have dominated the
NEC in recent past. This NEC comprises
MPs, business people, the executive and
others drawn from the women and youth
sections of the ANC. Whether it will re-
main as diverse post 2009 elections is an
open question. Cosatu must debate its at-
titude towards proposals for ex-officio sta-
tus for Cosatu leaders on the NEC. We
can’t be happy by the fact that only one
serving trade unionist is part of the NEC.
We need to have a discussion with the
leadership and lobby for more unionists to
be co-opted to ensure the balance is im-
proved. 

The NWC includes many SACP leaders,
which is both positive and concerning.
What are the implications for the SACP
that senior leaders serve on the NWC? Will
the Party be subordinated to the ANC and
be constrained to pursue its independent

programme? The blurring of the ANC and
the SACP requires strategic reflection in the
context of the pursuit of socialist struggle. 

The January 8 statement was significant
for two reasons. First, in the preparation of
the statement, Cosatu’s views were so-
licited, which is unprecedented. Second,
the message of the statement is one that
focuses on the correct priorities for the
movement and our society. There is also
political willingness to address the rifts
that have emerged within the Alliance. 

We did not have the advantage of sitting
in a session of the NEC Lekgotla where the
ANC NEC was interacting with the gov-
ernment leaders. The Lekgotla itself was so
remarkably different from the previous
meetings. Unlike being the subject of
ridicule and attacks, Cosatu, SACP and
SANCO leaders were received with an
open comradely spirit. The new spirit that
we are in this together underlined the de-
bates in the commission. We made few fur-
ther advances in the Lekgotla in particular
to further improve the economic pro-
gramme of action. 

The pronouncement by President Zuma
urging parliamentarian to stop being lap-
dogs and hold the executive accountable is
refreshing. This comes against the back-
drop of parliament being subordinated to
the executive demonstrated forcefully by
the appointment of the SABC Board and
the probe on the arms deal. 

The President, in his ‘State of the Nation’
address, argues that it cannot be ‘business
as usual’ in relation to the challenges fac-
ing our country, especially the energy crisis.
The expectation was that the budget
would give concrete meaning to this sense
of urgency. While not a complete disaster,
the budget fails the test to scale up re-
source allocation and has squandered
some of the resources by through tax
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breaks to individuals and companies. 
The NPA decided to charge Cde Jacob

Zuma and the court case is set for August.
The Cosatu Central Committee called for
the charges to be withdrawn on the
grounds that cde JZ’s rights have been in-
fringed, and will not receive a fair trial. The
ANC NEC has in the meantime established
a commission to review the entire arms
deal saga. There is no unanimity within the
alliance on how we approach the charges
against comrade Zuma, save that all par-
ties agree that he must be given support.
At the one extreme is the Cosatu position
that the charges be withdrawn, at the
other end is the ANC position that the le-
gal process takes its course. The CEC must
discuss what should be Cosatu’s position
in the current context where comrade JZ
himself is taking legal steps to protect his
rights. In particular what should be the
course of action in view of the CC resolu-
tion that charges be dropped?

Overall assessment of resolutions 
of ANC 52nd National Conference
This assessment does not attempt a de-
tailed analysis of the conference resolu-
tions, but rather to assess their overall
thrust. While all the resolutions are rele-
vant to Cosatu, the most key strategic ar-
eas are identified with an asterisk below:

● Organisational Renewal 
● Social Transformation 
● Economic Transformation 
● Climate Change
● Rural Development, Land Reform  

and Agrarian Change
● Transformation of State and Gov er-

nance
● Peace and Stability
● International Relations
● Communications and the Battle of 

Ideas

Factors to consider in our assessment
It is critically important that we develop a
balanced assessment of the resolutions,
since an exaggeration of either the posi-
tives or the negatives would have serious
strategic implications. We need to depart
from the understanding that while consid-
erable space exists for contestation the
ANC has specific dynamics which mean
that, in some respects, their policy posi-
tions will not be identical, or may even di-
verge from, those of Cosatu. This is not in
any way to suggest that we need to accept
that all problematic policy positions, which
the ANC may take, are somehow in-
evitable, and must simply be accepted.
Conversely, it is important to recognise that
the broad constituency, experience and
strategic tasks of the ANC, may not only
result in positions which lag behind those
of Cosatu’s, but in certain instances, these
dynamics may result in policies which are
in some respects, in advance of those of
Cosatu, for example on the issue of rural
development. 

In relation to existing government policy
and practice the approach adopted at
Polokwane certainly does constitute a ma-
jor shift. However in characterising the na-
ture of the shift, we need to be careful not
to go overboard in claiming that in ANC
Policy terms, the Polokwane resolutions
represent, in all respects, a radical shift.
There may be elements where this is true,
and other elements where shifts may not
have taken place, in areas where they
should have. 

It may not be useful to undertake a ‘bib-
lical’ analysis of the resolutions, without
considering the context within which they
were adopted, or without reading them to-
gether with other policy positions and
strategy documents of the movement, as
well as considering their relationship to
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government policies On the negative side,
for example, problematic formulations on
social security are softened when we read
the resolution with previous documents, as
well as the ANC POA for 2008. On the
other hand the implications of some pro-
gressive formulations on economic policy,
which were largely advanced by worker ac-
tivists, have arguably not been fully under-
stood in the movement, and are partially
contradicted by other formulations in the
resolutions, and therefore will have to be
fought for. 

Some of the formulations in the resolu-
tions are deliberately vague, and open to
different interpretations, both progressive
and conservative. Thus the resolutions
themselves will be subject to ongoing con-
testation. In the past those in government
have dominated the spin doctoring of the
resolutions. This has been true post-Polok-
wane, particularly on the issue of economic
policy. Progressive forces are therefore chal-
lenged to reclaim and assert the intentions
of the Polokwane delegates, in the face of
this counter-offensive. 

An additional complication is that the
particular circumstances of Polokwane,
and the inevitable emphasis on the leader-
ship issue, meant that to a certain extent
the resolutions were rushed. This has re-
sulted in areas of vagueness, inconsistency,
and even contradictions, within and be-
tween resolutions. In some instances, this
means that where there was greater clarity,
and progressive advances at the Policy
Conference, some of this was lost at Polok-
wane, not necessarily as a result of debate,
but probably because of time (and perhaps
some deliberate omission of key issues by
technocrats). We see clear examples of this
below in the discussion on the economic
resolution. 

It is important to engage, both within the

context of the ANC, as well as the Alliance,
to ensure that the most progressive possi-
ble perspective emerges from the resolu-
tions.

Overall assessment
In relation to Government policy positions,
the resolutions, taken as a whole, represent
both a clear progressive advance, as well as
a departure in certain respects. 

While some may question whether this
yardstick is relevant, particularly given the
pending ‘regime change’, it is an important
measure in a number of respects: it is well
established that government has ignored a
number of previous ANC conference reso-
lutions; however one of the clear messages
from Polokwane was that this would no
longer be tolerated, and clear positions
were taken asserting that there is only one
centre of power; further, in the run-up to
the Policy Conference as well as Polok-
wane, there were concerted efforts by ANC
leaders in government, as well as govern-
ment technocrats, to ensure that govern-
ment positions were endorsed by dele-
gates- therefore the rejection of some gov-
ernment positions, however dressed up,
should be seen as a deliberate decision by
delegates to chart a new course, despite
these attempts to direct them otherwise. 

This is most clearly seen by comparing
the draft policy documents largely influ-
enced, or written from within government,
to the radically different final versions
adopted at the policy conference and
Polokwane resolutions, for example in the
area of economic policy, as well as rural de-
velopment Nevertheless some elements of
the resolutions, particularly those on Social
Transformation, remain unduly influenced
by problematic elements of government
policy, such as the resolution on social se-
curity, which reinforces the notion of ‘de-
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serving and undeserving’ poor, and takes
an ideological view on the issue of depend-
ency. 

Gradual progressive shifts in government
policy, particularly post-2003, in relation to
the role of the state in the economy, the re-
treat from privatisation, retreat from mar-
ket-driven strategies e. g. on industrial pol-
icy, a de facto acceptance of the need for
comprehensive social security etc. , consti-
tute a partial, albeit contradictory, and at
times incoherent shift towards the types of
policies demanded by all Alliance partners.
Polokwane resolutions attempt to consol-
idate these progressive shifts in certain ar-
eas, and do begin to challenge some areas
of government policy, which contradict the
logic of this emerging development strat-
egy. This is clear in for example resolutions
on rural development, and to a large ex-
tent, on economic transformation. Both
these resolutions, taken as a whole, while
attempting to consolidate certain shifts, go
far beyond existing government policy, and
promote an entirely different, more pro-
gressive, logic. 

The 2nd general barometer for assessing
Polokwane is to compare the resolutions
with previous ANC policies. Previous ANC
policies were (with some exceptions) rela-
tively progressive, and certainly far more
progressive than post-1995 government
policies. The problem was that many of
them failed to be implemented. On the big
strategic issues, many of the previous for-
mulations had tended to fudge their cri-
tique of government policy and Gear, and
a coherent perspective demanding a qual-
itatively different direction, only emerged
after the 2005 NGC, when the revolt on
leadership and organisational issues, began
to be linked to the policy questions. 

The 2007 Policy Conference and Polok-
wane continue this trend. While certain is-

sues have still been fudged, there is little
doubt when reading resolutions, and tak-
ing the resolutions as a package, that
Polokwane represented a qualitative shift
in approach, and instead of a series of dis-
connected policy positions, elements of a
radically different growth path are emerg-
ing, as well as a vision of a progressive de-
velopmental state. A different strategic
posture also began to emerge on the rela-
tionship to capital and the working class. It
needs to be stressed however, that while
this was the dominant trend, certain re-
gressive elements persist in the Polokwane
resolutions, as well as a number of ambiva-
lent areas. 

Nevertheless, the dominant trend is def-
initely progressive. 

While this advance at the level of policy
is no doubt significant, perhaps the most
important dimension of Polokwane is the
political shift which signals the determina-
tion of the new leadership to compel gov-
ernment to advance ANC policies. If previ-
ous progressive ANC policies were con-
signed to the archives, Polokwane now for
the first time holds out the possibility that
these policies could be translated into gov-
ernment policy and implemented. 

Areas of progressive advance
It is useful to identify major areas of pro-
gressive advance, or consolidation of exist-
ing progressive positions of the movement
within an overall progressive framework.
In terms of the major crosscutting issues,
key areas of advance include:

● Clearer elaboration of the notion of a
progressive developmental state, which
has a bias towards the working class,
and a less neutral relationship to capital
(than was previously elaborated) – and
a more democratic and less top-down
character;
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● A shift from the notion of growth as
the solution to everything (and an em-
phasis only on intervention in the ‘2nd
economy’), to an acceptance that the
current growth path as a whole has to
be fundamentally shifted, to be redis-
tributive, employment creating etc - the
resolution calls for ‘an effective strategy
of redistribution that builds a new and
more equitable growth path’
● An important emphasis on inequality
has been introduced, where previous
documents only focused on poverty and
unemployment. The economic transfor-
mation resolution now states ‘the cen-
tral and most pressing challenges we
face are unemployment, poverty and in-
equality’;
● Related to bullet 1, a partial move
away from the emphasis on the market
and competitiveness, and greater em-
phasis on the role of the state in driving
the economy, a state-led industrial strat-
egy, an expanded role for state owner-
ship, and a more interventionist ap-
proach to use of mineral resources;
● While the original policy document
had repeated references to the ‘correct-
ness’ of government economic policy
and its continuity, and denied the need
for any shifts, all these references were
removed from the final resolutions. 

Economic transformation: Key features of
the economic transformation resolution
which represent an advance include: The
emphasis on creation of decent work as a
central pillar of economic policy, or as the
resolution puts it ‘the primary focus of eco-
nomic policies’, and the commitment to
tailor all government policies and institu-
tions, including macro-economic policies,
to achieve this objective. This commitment
was strongly reiterated in the January 8

statement;
● The recognition that decisive action
has to be taken to act against current
patterns of ownership and production –
clause 7of the resolution calls for action
to address the ‘monopoly domination of
our economy’;
● The assertion of the need for coordi-
nated government-wide economic plan-
ning to align policies and achieve the
objectives set out in the resolution;
● A commitment to building the human
capacity of the state, including by ‘en-
suring adequate numbers of personnel
to ensure delivery…’ 
● Intervention by the state in key sectors
of the economy, to transform the struc-
ture of the economy, and ensuring that
national resources, including land, min-
erals, and water are exploited to max-
imise growth, development and employ-
ment, and ‘not purely for profit
maximisation’ (1. 5 and 1. 6)
● Strengthening the role of state-owned
enterprises, and ensuring that state en-
tities respond to ‘a clearly defined pub-
lic mandate and act in terms of our over-
arching industrial policy and economic
transformation objectives’;
● While emphasising the development
of SMMEs, stating that ‘we should en-
sure that fundamental worker rights are
protected in small enterprise’;
● In addition, formulations on a number
of areas which, in part, advance or con-
solidate existing ANC policies, includ-
ing: broad based BEE; anti-monopoly
and anti-concentration policy; state reg-
ulation of natural resources, controlling
of input prices and promotion of bene-
ficiation; overcoming spatial patterns of
economic marginalisation; policies to
absorb the unemployed; expansion of
the social wage; and investment in pri-
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ority skills and education; and ensuring
a sustainable energy mix. 

Industrial policy: It is worth quoting the
resolution on industrial policy in full, given
its importance: ‘[Transforming the struc-
tures of production and ownership, includ-
ing through] Active and well-resourced in-
dustrial and trade policy aimed at creating
decent work through expansion of labour
absorbing sectors, diversifying our indus-
trial and services base, pursuing an active
beneficiation strategy, building sustainable
export industries, and expanding produc-
tion for domestic and regional consump-
tion. In general, industrial policy should
lead our overall approach to sector devel-
opment, whilst trade policy should play a
supporting role and be sensitive to employ-
ment outcomes.’

This above formulation on industrial pol-
icy leading trade policy is complemented
by the formulation on trade, although it is
slightly weaker: ‘Participating in world
trade, pursuing strategic partnerships with
countries of the south and agitating for a
fairer world trade system. In particular, this
means ensuring policy space to find new
opportunities for employment should not
be compromised. The position adopted by
South Africa in global trade reform talks
must continue to emphasise the need to re-
tain policy space on tariffs and industry
protection for developing countries and
avoid obligations to significantly liberalise
our manufacturing or services sector.’

Macro-economic policy: Clearly the big
debate, and contestation at a public level,
is as always about the stance on macro-
economic policy, with government spin-
doctors (inside and outside the ANC) argu-
ing that existing policy is endorsed, and
that there is no change. To the extent that

detailed proposals made by ANC provinces
in the run up to Polokwane and the Policy
Conference on fiscal and monetary policy,
are not reflected in the resolution, there
was a partial setback. Thus concerns raised
about monetary policy, interest rates, infla-
tion targeting, the role of the Reserve Bank,
and aspects of fiscal policy, including the
budget surplus, are not specifically elabo-
rated in the resolution, which only has a
general formulation. It could be argued,
and should be argued, however, that the
clear intention of the delegates, and the
progressive thrust of the resolution on is-
sues such as redistribution, employment
etc, supports the viewpoint that delegates
want a realignment of macro-economic
policy. However the general and extremely
brief nature of the formulation on macro
economic policy makes it difficult to deci-
sively ‘prove’ the intention of the delegates. 

Polokwane actually calls for: ‘Macro-eco-
nomic policies that support and sustain
growth, job creation and poverty eradica-
tion on a sustainable basis.’ Although brief,
this formulation, if unpacked, clearly sup-
ports our critique of government monetary
and fiscal policies. Do contractionary mon-
etary policies, high interest rates, inflation
targeting etc, support growth, employment
creation and poverty eradication? Similarly
a relatively conservative budget that has a
fiscal surpluses etc? The argument by the
spin-doctors of the right has been that the
use of the word ‘sustainable’ shows that
the intention of the Polokwane delegates
was to retain existing ‘prudent’ macro eco-
nomic policy. However there is nothing in
the resolution, which lends support to this
view - the opposite, is true. Again, the
question can be asked, whether current
conservative fiscal and monetary policies
are sustainable if they are choking off
growth in the economy through use of high
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interest rates in pursuance of the inappro-
priate inflation target policy; retarding em-
ployment; increasing peoples cost of living;
deepening inequalities etc? Of course we
need to make out a clear case that this is
the impact of these policies, and this is
something Cosatu has endeavoured to do
over time, and there is widespread support
for this view. Equally, there are strong ar-
guments on our side that these policies in-
crease the vulnerability of our economy,
deepen the trade deficit and balance of
payments imbalances, increase financial
speculation, undermine investment in in-
frastructure and service delivery, and there-
fore are unsustainable. 

The point, however, is that because the
resolution confines itself to such a brief and
general formulation, it makes interpreta-
tion of this policy an issue of massive con-
testation. Nevertheless, the formulation re-
mains broadly progressive, and lays the ba-
sis for a more detailed Alliance consensus
as to what type of policies would be in line
with the spirit of the resolution. 

Finally, on progressive aspects of the eco-
nomic resolution, delegates recognised that
economic policy has been the preserve of
technocrats, and that the movement needs
to reclaim its right to oversee this area, and
empower members to debate the policy
options. Therefore the resolution proposes
mechanisms to take this objective forward,
by resolving: ‘To enhance the capacity of
the African National Congress to monitor
and evaluate the implementation of eco-
nomic policy, including through: Establish-
ing dedicated capacity, with the requisite
resources, to monitor policy implementa-
tion and conduct ongoing assessment and
engagement around economic policy is-
sues, at national, provincial and regional
level. A national programme of economic
literacy for ANC members...’

Social transformation: In relation to the
social transformation, there are some pos-
itive features, but the resolution is weak on
the whole. Some features which more or
less consolidate/advance progressive per-
spectives include:

● The emphasis on attacking poverty
and inequality, although commitment
to this objective may be undermined by
some of the proposals on social security;
● Commitment to extend the child sup-
port grant to 18 years, and equalise the
pensionable age at 60;
● Commitment to expand no fees
schools to 60% by 2009;
● Commitment to progressively intro-
duce free education ‘for the poor’ until
undergraduate level;
● The commitment to make education
and health the ‘two key priorities’ of the
ANC (although this raises the question
of the impact of this on other areas);
● Strengthening the public health care
system, hospital revitalisation, and en-
suring adequate provision of funding
(although there is ambivalence on the
National Health Insurance)
● Roll out of comprehensive health care,
including the provision of ARVs
● Explore the possibility of creating a
state-owned pharmaceutical company
to provide affordable medicines;
● Provide alternative housing stock, in-
cluding rental; curb the cost of construc-
tion; coordinated planning of human
settlement, acceleration of land acquisi-
tion etc. ;
● Progressive proposals on land, which
are dealt with in detail in the rural de-
velopment resolution. 

Rural development and land reform: The
resolution on rural development, land re-
form, and agrarian change is generally pro-
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gressive, although it has some areas of am-
bivalence, and some gaps. Taken as a
whole, it constitutes a major intervention,
and strategic shift from current govern-
ment policy. In effect the Polokwane reso-
lution, read together with the ANC’s 2008
programme of action, rejects existing poli-
cies on rural development as woefully in-
adequate, and proposes the formulation of
a new, comprehensive rural development
plan, a White paper on rural development,
land reform and agrarian change, and a
legislative programme to implement these
changes. 

It is worth quoting extracts from the res-
olution at some length to indicate some of
its progressive dimensions. It resolves inter
alia to:

● Embark on an integrated programme
of rural development, land reform and
agrarian change;
● Strengthen the voice of rural South
Africans, empower poor communities
and build the momentum behind agrar-
ian change and land reform by support-
ing the self-organisation of rural people;
● Build stronger state capacity and de-
vote greater resources to the challenges
of rural development, land reform and
agrarian change;
● Ensure that the state regulates the
land market effectively with a view to
promoting the goals of rural develop-
ment and agrarian change, limiting the
unsustainable use of land for elite pur-
poses;
● Review and change all institutional,
legislative, regulatory and tax-related
policies that create a bias in favour of
large-scale, capital intensive, environ-
mentally damaging agriculture and un-
der-utilisation of land and which con-
strain the emergence of a vibrant, pro-
poor rural economy;

● Support the growth of rural market in-
stitutions including through the provi-
sion of infrastructure and by helping ru-
ral communities and small farmers to
build organisations which help them to
access markets, build links with formal
sector value chains and coordinate their
activities to realise economies of scale;
● Where necessary, expropriate prop-
erty in the public interest or for public
purpose in accordance with the Consti-
tution to achieve equity, redress, social
justice and sustainable development;
● Work together with the progressive
trade union movement, government
agencies and civil society to realise the
rights of farm workers and farm
dwellers, combat human rights abuses
and super-exploitation, and provision
of support and advice to communities
living on farms. To ensure the vigorous
implementation of laws that protect
farm workers and farm-dwellers by
strengthening the capacity, resources
and resolve of government to protect
and advance their interest;
● Ensure that the allocation of custom-
ary land be democratised in a manner
which empowers rural women and sup-
ports the building of democratic com-
munity structures at village level, capa-
ble of driving and coordinating local
development processes;
● Find ways to stabilise food prices in or-
der to prevent inflationary surges, pro-
tect food security and combat hunger;
● Accelerate the roll-out of rural infra-
structure, particularly roads but also
other services including potable water,
electricity and irrigation and ensuring
in particular that the former Bantustan
areas are properly provisioned with an
infrastructural base for economic and
social development. 
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Organisational renewal: This resolution
focuses mainly on internal organisational
questions, which are obviously important
in terms of the revitalisation of the ANC,
and its ability to take the new perspectives
of Polokwane forward. We focus here on
those aspects, which deal with the rela-
tionship of the ANC to governance, as well
as the Alliance: 

● (There must be) greater coordination
between work of the ANC structures
and governance work, to give strategic
leadership to cadres deployed in the
state and to improve capacity to hold
cadres deployed accountable. 
● Constitutional structures (must) stren -
gthen caucuses as instruments for ro-
bust oversight, mutual accountability,
collective leadership and discipline
among cadres deployed to government,
parliament, legislatures and municipal-
ities. 
● Improve capacity of ANC structures to
monitor and evaluate the implementa-
tion of policy by cadres deployed in gov-
ernment. A monitoring and evaluation
mechanism should be developed and
include annual assessment of public rep-
resentatives by branches and regions
and mid-term performance evaluations
by provinces and HQ. 
● The National Policy Conference
should become a consultative platform
for policy review and debates in the run-
up to National Conferences and a con-
sultative body for the development of
the Election Manifesto in the run-up to
national and local government elections. 
● The Policy Institute should be actu-
alised as a matter of utmost priority
● We should strengthen list guidelines
and processes for public representatives
to enhance democratic participation, en-
sure that we select and deploy the best

cadres for public office and involve the
broader community in our candidate se-
lection processes. 
● Champion the introduction of a com-
prehensive system of public funding of
representative political parties in the
different spheres of government and
civil society organisations, as part of
strengthening the tenets of our new
democracy. And (implement) an effec-
tive regulatory architecture for private
funding of political parties and civil so-
ciety groups to enhance accountability
and transparency to the citizenry. 
● Confirm the relevance of the alliance,
united in action for the joint programme
of social transformation, using its collec-
tive strength to continue to search for
better ways to respond to the new chal-
lenges. We must enhance coordination
amongst alliance partners, and
strengthen the organisational capacity
of each individual component. We
should respect the right of Alliance part-
ners to discuss and arrive at their own
decisions on how they seek to pursue
their strategic objectives. 
● The leadership role of the ANC places
on it the primary responsibility to unite
the tripartite alliance and all the demo-
cratic forces. Within three months after
Conference the NEC must convene an
Alliance summit to discuss a joint pro-
gramme of action, including strength-
ening local structures of the alliance,
and an approach on how the alliance
manages with differences and discipline. 

Transformation of state and governance:
This resolution on has some progressive di-
mensions, including proposals to:

● Abolish floor crossing;
● The creation of a single public service
needs to involve an engagement by the
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NEC sub-committee with relevant Al-
liance structures;
● The resolution on transformation of
the judiciary has a number of progres-
sive proposals, but the detail needs to be
carefully scrutinised. The proposal for
integration of courts into a single court
system proposes that the Labour Ap-
peal Court should be integrated into the
SCA as a separate chamber, and the
Labour Court be integrated into each
division of the High Court ‘possibly as
separate Chambers’. We need to re-
spond to this proposal;
● Introduce measures to combat corrup-
tion both by ‘those who corrupt as well
as those who are corrupted’. The resolu-
tion is short on detail;
● On post-tenure employment rules for
elected representatives and public ser-
vants, the NEC needs to urgently de-
velop a framework to regulate ‘the flow
of skills between the public and private
sector’. The resolution proposes ele-
ments which must guide this frame-
work. 

International relations: This resolution in-
cludes a number of progressive dimen-
sions, inter alia: That the ANC should en-
sure that the intensification of what it calls
‘economic diplomacy’ leads to ‘changes of
colonial patterns of economic relations,
and creates possibilities for equitable and
balanced North-South relations, transfor-
mation and beneficiation of African natu-
ral resources, sustainable flows of Foreign
Direct Investment (FDI), market access for
products from the South to generate em-
ployment, and contribute to poverty erad-
ication. 

● Related to the above the resolution
calls for a legislated code of good busi-
ness practice, for South African compa-

nies doing business in the continent,
and for the ANC to interact with coun-
tries in Africa to: encourage them to
strengthen their labour and trade laws;
and encourage the private sector/busi-
ness to comply with the standards of
the International Labour Organisation
(ILO). The code of conduct should have
general standards that guide it, such as
prohibition of child labour, criminalisa-
tion of bribery, the encouragement of
recruitment of local labour, impart ing
of skills, and contribute to the social re-
sponsibility programmes of that coun-
try;
● On migration, immigrants and xeno-
phobia, it was resolved that the ANC
needs to review the current policy, leg-
islation and systems; harmonise policies
in SADC; called for humane treatment
of refugees; and embark on programmes
to combat xenophobia. 
● Decided to convene a meeting of pro-
gressive parties and movements in
Africa, as a run-up to holding a global
meeting of all progressive movements;
and formalise relations with progressive
movements particularly in Latin Amer-
ica and Asia;
● Resolved to support various interna-
tional struggles of oppressed peoples,
but very weak on Zimbabwe;
● Resolved to reject, with other African
countries, current moves by the USA to
enlarge its military presence in Africa
by establishing the African Command
military Centre (Africom). 

Communications and the battle of ideas:
This resolution correctly notes that ‘the
media is a contested terrain and therefore
not neutral, but reflects the ideological bat-
tles and power relations based on race,
class and gender in our society’. It then
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goes on to undertake ‘to vigorously com-
municate the ANC’s outlook and values
(developmental state, collective rights, val-
ues of caring and community solidarity,
ubuntu, non sexism, etc) versus the current
mainstream media’s ideological outlook
(neo-liberalism, a weak and passive state,
and overemphasis on individual rights,
market fundamentalism, etc. )’

The resolution proposes a number of im-
portant interventions and objectives:

● To encourage a more representative
and diverse media environment which
must also address the qualitative trans-
formation of the newsrooms that reflect
the transformation agenda of the coun-
try;
An investigation should consider the es-
tablishment of a Media Appeals Tribu-
nal as a statutory institution, established
through an open, public and transparent
process, and made accountable to Par-
liament. The investigation should con-
sider the mandate of the Tribunal and
its powers to adjudicate over complaints
expressed by citizens against print me-
dia, in terms of decisions and rulings
made by the existing self-regulatory in-
stitutions. 
● The proposed Tribunal has to be un-
derstood as an initiative to strengthen
the human rights culture embodied in
the principles of our Constitution, Sec-
tion 36 …on the need to balance the
right to freedom of expression, freedom
of the media, with the right to equality,
to privacy and human dignity for all. 
● The state must substantially and ur-
gently increase its funding of the public
broadcaster from the current 2% to a
minimum of 60% by 2010, so that the
SABC can properly fulfil its public man-
date. 
● In accordance with the Broadcasting

Act, the appointing body, (must) ensure
that the SABC Board is representative of
all sectors broadly in our society. 

The expressed objectives of the proposed
Tribunal are well understood. However
Cosatu needs to consider whether any of
the concerns expressed about unintended
consequences of this initiative may have
validity. 

Areas of ambivalence
There are a number of areas in the resolu-
tions where either vague or ambivalent
statements are made, which can be inter-
preted to mean different or even opposite
things. In some cases resolutions are silent
on areas, even though they may have been
debated at the Policy Conference or Polok-
wane. Some of this may be because of the
time pressures on the Conference, clumsy
drafting, or deliberate attempts by some
technocrats to fudge issues. Of course, it
may mean that in some areas there is still
insufficient clarity or coherence and a
meshing of a range of different perspectives
in what is sometimes a messy compromise.
The latter situation obviously poses great-
est challenges since in effect it means that
some policy questions have not been fully
settled, and that various interests will at-
tempt to appropriate the direction of pol-
icy, using this gap. This is both a danger
and an opportunity for progressive forces.
But clearly there is a particular concern
that those in government will attempt to
dominate this policy debate, using their
particular leverage. This is something that
is already being witnessed in the post-
Polokwane period. 

Economic transformation: As was seen in
the above analysis, the economic transfor-
mation resolution, taken as a whole, is
largely progressive, and reverses the mar-
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ket-driven, ‘business as usual’ perspective
of the original document, on which the res-
olution was based. However it still retains
remnants of the original formulations,
which creates a tension in the resolution.
The progressive, transformative and state-
led dimensions of the resolution are
slightly watered down by the formulations
on BEE and anti-monopoly policy, which
while raising some important issues, re-
tains elements of the market-driven com-
petitiveness model:

● Broad-based BEE aimed at broadening
and de-racialising the ownership and
control of productive assets by black
people, women and youth, promoting
new black enterprises which are en-
gaged in the production of goods and
services, building the skills required by
the economy and advancing employ-
ment equity in every area of work and
economic endeavour. 
● Anti-monopoly and anti-concentra-
tion policy aimed at creating competi-
tive markets, broadening ownership and
participation by our people, addressing
monopoly pricing and other forms of
rent-seeking and anti-competitive be-
haviour and overcoming barriers to en-
try that inhibit the growth of small en-
terprises, including strategies to increase
competition by promoting the emer-
gence of new players in both South
Africa and the SADC region.’

The formulation on world trade, quoted
above, while generally a progressive im-
provement on previous government poli-
cies, includes a formulation which might
suggest that a degree of additional liberal-
isation is acceptable, as long as it is not ‘sig-
nificant’: ‘The position adopted by South
Africa in global trade reform talks must
continue to emphasise the need to retain
policy space on tariffs and industry protec-

tion for developing countries and avoid ob-
ligations to significantly liberalise our man-
ufacturing or services sector.’

The most serious gap in the resolution is
any meaningful discussion on macro eco-
nomic policy. The proposals by provinces
are not reflected in the resolution, and to
that extent, it should be accepted that del-
egates took their eye off the ball, and gov-
ernment technocrats managed to achieve
their objective of avoiding clear policy di-
rectives from Polokwane on this holiest of
holy cows. As discussed above, however,
while the resolution is vague and ambiva-
lent on this point, the formulation certainly
lends itself to progressive contestation on
the direction of macro-economic policy. It
may be important to assemble the resolu-
tions of ANC provinces on this question,
since they raise a number of important
questions on both monetary policy and fis-
cal policy. 

An important element where there is
some silence and ambivalence in the reso-
lution is on the question of state owner-
ship. Again it is unlikely that this was the
result of a deliberate decision by delegates,
but rather the combination of time pres-
sure, and a failure to bring forward the de-
liberations of the Policy Conference. In the
Policy Conference resolution, a number of
decisions were ‘parked’ because it was de-
termined that they ‘required further dis-
cussion’ before Polokwane. The Policy
Conference resolution included the follow-
ing important areas:

● Commissions proposed the establish-
ment of a State Bank to fast track devel-
opment and that we establish a bank to
provide start-up capital to small and
micro enterprises and co-operatives. 
* Retain and expand state ownership of
strategic assets in sectors of the econ-
omy that are critical for the success of
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our economic transformation agenda,
such as mining, steel, energy, ICT and
land. 
● The proposal that the state establish a
mining company to exploit our mineral
resources and direct the proceeds to-
wards social needs should be discussed.’ 

None of these issues is included in the
Polokwane resolution. It is unlikely that
this was as a result of a deliberate decision
by delegate. Comrades who were in this
Commission need to clarify whether these
issues were incorporated in the draft reso-
lution, which was put before the Confer-
ence. If they weren’t, it might suggest a de-
liberate manipulation of Conference docu-
ments. If this were the case, obviously this
would be a serious matter. If it was in the
document, clarity is needed as to how
these issues fell through the cracks. 

It is also of concern that issues flagged in
the Policy Conference resolution for further
discussion on BEE, are not contained in the
final resolution. These include:

● Commissions highlighted the need for
better monitoring of BEE implementa-
tion to avoid abuse and opportunism in
the implementation of policy. 
● BEE remains relevant and must be
strengthened, with greater emphasis on
collective benefit and ownership, includ-
ing support to community business for-
mations, micro-enterprises and cooper-
atives.

Social transformation: The social transfor-
mation resolution, as already indicated, is
weak and contains a number of confusing
formulations. These include:

● The formulation on health might cre-
ate confusion as to whether the ANC is
still supporting the creation of a NHI, or
is opting for the problematic SHI, since
the resolution doesn’t take a stance on

the SHI proposals. The resolution states:
‘Reaffirm the implementation of the Na-
tional Health Insurance System by fur-
ther strengthening the public health care
system and ensuring adequate provi-
sion of funding.’
● The housing formulation is unclear
and does not give a coherent directive in
relation to the new housing strategy of
integrated human settlements, and
combating apartheid geography. It also
does not clarify an approach to the pro-
vision of public housing, and public
land. 

Rural development, land reform, and
agrarian change: As indicated this resolu-
tion is largely progressive. There are a few
areas, however, which require clarity, or
raise strategic questions:

● Although the resolution has a pro-
gressive statement on democratising the
allocation of communal land to em-
power rural women etc, it is silent on
the ANC’s approach to the Communal
Land Rights Act (CLARA) legislation,
which Cosatu opposed, which en-
trenches traditional leaders power over
land, and privatises communally held
land;
● The resolution also appears to be
silent on the issue of publicly owned
land, collective ownership and the pro-
motion of rural co-ops. 

The resolution on organisational renewal
is relatively progressive but suffers from
one major omission, namely: It is silent on
the discussion of the relationship of the Al-
liance to processes of governance, the po-
litical centre, policy formulation, and the
Alliance Pact. 
Transformation of state and governance:
This resolution requires additional scrutiny
in the following areas:
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● The part of the resolution dealing with
transformation of the judiciary contains
complex and detailed proposals on a
range of areas, which we have not been
able to do justice to for the purpose of
this analysis. It therefore requires addi-
tional scr utiny;
● The resolution although strong on the
need to fight corruption, is largely silent
in proposing concrete measures to fight
corruption
● Under ‘defending the democratic state’
there is a confusing formulation which
might be one-sided only in condemning
violence by protestors and not con-
demning violence by the police: ‘The use
of force during public demonstrations
and mass protests resulting in such un-
acceptable actions as violent assaults
against the people, intimidation in var-
ious forms, looting and destruction of
property should be unequivocally con-
demned.’

A further general observation which ap-
plies to a number of the resolutions is that
the spirit of the Conference, also reflected
in the January 8 speech, of unleashing the
creative energy of the people to address
various issues, deepening democratic par-
ticipation, and the relationship of this to
governance, is not given clear expression.
The one exception is the formulation in the
economic transformation resolution which
calls for ‘building the capacity of the state
to mobilise the people as a whole, espe-
cially the poor, to act as their own libera-
tors through participatory and representa-
tive democracy’.

Problematic areas
Finally, we briefly identify here a few
openly problematic formulations and deci-
sions. We are not dealing here with silences
or ambivalent areas. It should be stressed

that these are exceptions in an otherwise
largely progressive set of resolutions 

Social transformation: The social transfor-
mation resolution, as already indicated, con-
tains a number of problems. A key one is:
Contradictory and confusing statements on
social security, including that it must be
‘comprehensive’ and ‘targeted’- a contradic-
tion; that grants must be ‘linked to eco-
nomic activity’ suggesting a coercive USA
style workfare approach – (this is a system
wherein to be entitled to welfare you must
prove that you have not refused any job on
offer – this forces workers to accept any job
no matter how bad or poorly paying); and
excludes the statements from the Policy
Conference resolution that ‘there is a need
to expand the social wage’. And ‘targeted in-
terventions in this regard should include
measures aimed at unemployed adults’.
Therefore it again (as in previous resolu-
tions) claims to be advancing ‘comprehen-
sive social security’ but only focuses on chil-
dren and pensioners, thereby leaving the
huge gap occupied by unemployed adults. 

Transformation of state and governance:
The resolution contains the following
problem area: The resolution to retain the
current PR (proportional representative)
electoral system (and therefore rejection of
our demand to introduce a constituency-
based element at national and provincial
level)

International relations: The resolution has
one major problem: Its approach on Zim-
babwe is very weak and merely states: ‘The
people of Zimbabwe in the main would
find a solution to their current problems.
The Conference expressed support for
South Africa’s mediation effort as man-
dated by the SADC region.’
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Strategic options and
challenges for Cosatu
Let us re emphasise that the resolutions
from Polokwane are largely progressive
and do not represent ‘business as usual’.
Shifts happened consolidating in some ar-
eas the shifts that we celebrated after the
ANC Policy Conference. But as we have in-
dicated in some areas there is ambivalence,
confusion and contradictions; and outright
problematic areas in few areas. The chal-
lenge Cosatu faces is how do we consoli-
date the advances and fight for a more pro-
gressive interpretation of resolutions. How
do we deal with the ambivalences, contra-
dictions and problematic formulations?
Overall, how do we position Cosatu to
continue the march of ensuring that our
revolution leads to fundamental change? 

Polokwane represented a sea change in
the ANC generally in the positive direction.
It has definitely open new exciting possibil-
ities that the working class must grasp to
maximise its political gains. At the same
time there are certain risks in the political
climate. The most obvious risk is the un-
ravelling of the coalition of forces that co-
alesced around the ‘JZ-led leadership col-
lective campaign’. Another risk is that the
legacy of the past 10 years is still with us for
example the email saga; special browse re-
port, suspension of the NPA director. How
we handle these delicate issues will set the
tone for the coming few years. This section
discusses political strategy for Cosatu to
navigate this exciting and complex terrain. 

Cosatu’s political strategy must be in-
formed by the principle of empowering the
working class and placing its concerns at
the centre stage. The working class must
win more allies towards its goals and inter-
ests and therefore avoid alienating poten-
tial supporters. This is easier said than
done and the temptation to take a short

cut or path of least resistance can be tanta-
lising. The temptation for triumphalism in
view of the decisive outcome of Polokwane
must be avoided. Still what adjustments
are necessary post-Polokwane? We have
definitely entered a new period but what
should be our posture and tone?

The first option is to be exceedingly cau-
tious to avoid rocking the boat and the
fragile coalition emerging from Polokwane.
In this option Cosatu will moderate its
stance, particularly in public because it
fears to alienate the new ANC leadership.
This places tacit faith in the ANC leader-
ship collective to consistently pursue a
worker-friendly political rhetoric and per-
haps even interventions. This posture must
however be evaluated on the grounds of
whether the working class is being em-
powered and is in the driving seat? An-
other danger of this approach is to place
too much faith in the leadership process
while demobilising members in the long
run. Cosatu will then fall into a false sense
of comfort until it is rudely awoken one
day. 

Within the contours of this option, if it is
seriously considered by Cosatu, the ques-
tion is what is our leverage? Cosatu’s
source of strength in any of the scenarios
includes the moral obligation to respond to
the wishes of the popular masses that
placed them in office. Capacity to mobilise
is also Cosatu’s source of strength but
should not be taken for granted. 

If it is accepted that the situation is fluid,
judging for example by the contradictory
approach of reassuring both capital and
labour, then a different strategy is required
altogether. It is a strategy that first and
foremost places Cosatu’s organisational
muscle as the key decisive factor to tilt the
balance of forces. 

It is, therefore, not a strategy based on a
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belief in messiahs that somehow will act
on behalf of the class. The objective con-
straints as well as opportunities facing the
current leadership must be fully unpacked
to avoid unrealistic expectations on what
is possible or feasible. It must also be borne
in mind that things may further change in
2009 when the new leadership moves into
government, and no one can tell how
things will shape up. 

The political approach and tone may
have to adjust in the new reality, but there
is no compelling reason for Cosatu to
abandon its multifaceted strategy of en-
gagement, and place all eggs in one basket.
The best assurance for Cosatu is not mere
undertakings by leaders but a concrete
programme, with clear implementation
strategies, as well as monitoring and eval-
uation. In this context, the mooted alliance
summit and the electoral pact should be
considered as important vehicles to obtain
strategic agreement on the way forward.
The CEC must therefore confront the fol-
lowing questions:

* What should be on the agenda of the
Alliance Summit including the issues of
an Electoral Pact and Election Mani-
festo?
* How to we knit the different engage-
ment processes to achieve clearly set
out goals? How should we use Nedlac,
the Presidental Working Group, bilater-
als with Ministers, and so forth?
* In terms of deployment, should we
revisit the decision to deploy Cosatu
leaders as MPs and in other positions of
power in 2009? 

National elections 
The ANC has correctly started to prepare
for the next elections, which will take place
around April – May next year. Cosatu al-
ready is being drawn into task teams to
prepare for these elections and is partici-
pating. 

The National Congress, whilst calling for
the strengthening of the Alliance, made it
clear that will no longer sign a blank
cheque. The Congress called for the re-
structuring of the Alliance and the intro-
duction of the Alliance Pact or a pro-
gramme of action for governance. 

The CEC must discuss the totality of the
political report and indicate if the shifts
that we have seen in Polokwane, the Jan-
uary 8 statement and Lekgotla are good
enough and satisfy the Congress demands.
We must however relate the shifts to the
practical reality of the government pro-
grammes. To measure the shifts in the con-
text of the effective ‘two centres of power’
makes the whole assessment a little bit
more complex than it would be after 2009. 

Lastly, we need to discuss if Cosatu will
back any of its leaders to stand for parlia-
ment and government in 2009. This cannot
only be a debate about advancement of the
careers of tired unionists or even those
ejected upwards, but must involve a seri-
ous debate about what we seek to achieve.
The broader assessment of our deployment
strategy in the context of the Congress res-
olution has to be made. Congress de-
manded that we should have a broader
right to recall those we deploy to govern-
ment. ★
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By GUNNETT KAAF

T
his political report will discuss
and asses the immediate post-
Polokwane situation and its im-
plications for the class struggles,
ideological struggles and the

broad revolutionary movement led by the
ANC. 

The overriding proposition of working
class power and hegemony in the NDR and
for building a socialist future will inspire
our discussion and analysis. The centrality
of the task of building working class power
in key social sites of power is well elabo-
rated in the 12th Congress Party Pro-
gramme, The South African Road to So-
cialism (SARS), as our midterm vision. 

160 Years of the Communist Manifesto 
Working class power is the historical mis-

sion of communists. But when and where
did it all start? The modern communist
movement has its roots in the Communist
Manifesto first published in February 1848.
This year marks the 160th anniversary of
that historic document. The Communist
Manifesto was written by Karl Marx and
Fredrick Engels and was prepared as a po-
litical platform of an organisation of Euro-

pean communists called the Communist
League, which is the predecessor of mod-
ern communist parties. 

The Communist Manifesto is the most
popular political pamphlet in modern
world history. It is the greatest program-
matic document of scientific communism.
Vladimir Lenin’s words remain valid: ‘This
little booklet is worth whole volumes: to
this day its spirit inspires and guides the
entire organised and fighting proletariat of
the civilised world.’ 

The Manifesto is a necessity of basic po-
litical education in communist and left cir-
cles. It is a must-read for all communists. 

The Manifesto has four chapters; appro-
priately named: 

(1) Bourgeois and Proletarians; 
(2) Proletarians and Communists; 
(3) Socialist and Communist Literature;
and
(4) Position of Communists in Relation
to the Various Existing Opposition Par-
ties. 

The introduction is very powerful, de-
scribing communism as a spectre that
haunts ruling classes. Then it declares: ‘It is
high time that Communists should openly,
in the face of the whole world, publish
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their views, their aims, their tendencies,
and meet this nursery tale of the spectre of
communism with a manifesto of the party
itself’.

The Communist Manifesto is the most
incisive classical work of Marxism that
must continue to guide us today. It elabo-
rates the basic revolutionary propositions
for communists, outlines the vision of a
communist society (of which socialism is a
transitory stage) and makes a profound
analysis of capitalism. The basic tenets of
this analysis remain relevant to this day
despite the many changes capitalism has
undergone over last 160 years.

The primacy of class as a category of po-
litical struggles is the basic guide for com-
munists: ‘The history of all hitherto exist-
ing society is the history of class struggles
... Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie,
possesses, however, this distinct feature: it
has simplified class antagonisms. Society as
a whole is more and more splitting up into
two great hostile camps, into two great
classes directly facing each other – bour-
geoisie and proletariat.’ It then concludes
with the most famous revolutionary slogan
of modern times: ‘Workers of All Countries,
Unite!’ 

The manifesto also recognises the cen-
trality of alliances in political struggles. In
a capitalist class society, politics is essen-
tially characterised by class alliances and
political alliances in the raging class, na-
tional and gender struggles: ‘The Commu-
nists fight for the attainment of the imme-
diate aims, for the enforcement of the mo-
mentary interests of the working class; but
in the movement of the present, they also
represent and take care of the future of
that movement… Communists every-
where support every revolutionary move-
ment against the existing social and politi-
cal order of things. In all these movements,

they bring to the front, as the leading ques-
tion in each, the property question, no
matter what its degree of development at
the time.’

In the South African situation, commu-
nists continue to raise the class question in
the NDR (National Democratic Revolu-
tion) and as a basic category of political sci-
ence – so basic in social relations that the
radical class reconfiguration, with the
working class at the helm, will mark the ul-
timate revolutionary change of society. And
that the logical and sustainable conclusion
of the NDR should therefore be through an
advance to a socialist future – ‘… in the
movement of the present, they also repre-
sent and take care of the future of that
movement’. 

With this framework of alliances and
class struggle, let us now discuss the Polok-
wane 52nd National Conference of the
ANC. 

Polokwane: What kind of 
a contest did it contain? 
Before we are accused of intruding into
ANC internal affairs, let’s answer the ques-
tion: what business does a Communist
Party have in an ANC conference? 

The nature of our alliance with the ANC
is such that, while we are independent for-
mations in a voluntary alliance, we are in a
liberation movement headed by the ANC.
The state of health of ANC, organisation-
ally, politically and ideologically, is there-
fore always a matter of concern to us as the
party. 

What an alliance document of 1993,
Strategic Objectives of the National Liber-
ation, had to say about the ANC in relation
to the alliance is even more valid now than
ever: ‘The ANC as a leader of the NDR has
to be rooted in the masses of the working
class. An ANC cut loose from independent
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working-class formations, would find itself
more easily dislodged from its historical
vocation. Regardless of good intentions
and an heroic track-record it would be-
come more susceptible to the pressures of
governmental office, and to influence of
non-popular strata inside its ranks and be-
yond. An ANC without the Alliance would
be an ANC in which the confusions and
sense of betrayal among its own grass-
roots membership would be increased.’ 

In the media as well as within the move-
ment, an incorrect view has persisted that
the leadership contest and differences that
obtained at Polokwane were purely a clash
of personalities; there was nothing political
whatsoever. The contest at Polokwane,
yes, had within itself personalities, because
personalities play an important role in pol-
itics; but the contest in Polokwane was,
above all, political. It was about how polit-
ical leadership should be exercised. It also
had an element of class struggle and even
some ideological differences.

From the November PGCs until the ac-
tual voting at the Polokwane Conference in
December, the membership of the ANC
was clear in saying they want change in
leadership. This was a manifestation of a
crisis that has been building for over many
years. Over the past decade, the mass par-
ticipatory traditions of the ANC have been
run down, consultation with, and involve-
ment of, communities has been sidelined,
and an unceasing offensive unleashed
against alliance partners. From a wide
range of quarters – the youth and women
sectors, MK veterans, many deep rural ar-
eas – there is a single basic refrain. Enough
is enough, things cannot continue in the
same way.

Cde Jeremy Cronin was correct, when in-
terviewed by an Irish academic in 2002, in
pointing out at the existence an exclusivist

leadership project that was consolidating
in the ANC. And characteristic of its de-
bate-suppressing nature, he was severely
criticised.

It is through this exclusivist leadership
that conservative economic policies, an-
chored around Gear, were imposed. They
have in the recent past claimed that we are
in the post-Gear era. The current power
outages arising from Eskom’s load-shed-
ding refute this statement. Remember that
these power blackouts are as result of lack
of investment in the Eskom infrastructure,
which was a direct policy directive of Gear
– cut social expenditure, and the privatisa-
tion of Eskom that was initiated, but never
really done.

There was a relationship between the re-
jection of conservative policies in the ANC,
which started at the 2005 NGC, the deep-
ening social iniquities, the yearning for a
much more meaningful role of the state in
the economy and the acceleration of social
policies including the embrace of the de-
mand for free education, on one hand, and
how the succession debate unfolded and
eventually culminated on the other hand.

The outcomes of the ANC succession
also coincide with the crisis of the 1996
class project. The main tendencies of this
project include: revisionism, capitalist re-
formism, a technicist approach to gover-
nance and the transformation of the ANC
into a social democratic party.

Polokwane: Some useful lessons
Democracy means members possess
power, not leaders: It seems that for a long
time some ANC leaders thought they were
in themselves powerful, forgetting that at
least in radical politics power resides with
the people. Leaders only get entrusted with
power by the people for purposes of exer-
cising leadership on behalf of and for the
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people. Polokwane revived the noble dem-
ocratic traditions which are so indispensa-
ble to our movement. The leadership suc-
cession was highly democratic, both as a
process and in its outcome.

Free debate for all is a necessity: For a
very long time, genuine political debate,
whether in real terms or perceived, was
suppressed in the movement. The move-
ment must be seen and must really pro-
mote ideological discourse, particularly be-
cause of its multi-class nature. Different
ideological thoughts must be allowed to
freely compete so that whichever wins be-
comes hegemonic legitimately. There was a
time when legitimate working class views
were branded ultra-left. Rosa Luxemburg
was correct: ‘Freedom is always and exclu-
sively for the one who thinks differently.
Not because of the fanatical concept of
“justice” but because all that is instructive,
wholesome and purifying in political free-
dom depends on this essential character-
istic, and its effectiveness vanishes when
“freedom” becomes a special privilege’. 

Unity-in-action is a cornerstone of the
movement: A perception existed for some
time that a certain faction is in control of
the movement and unless you associate
with them, your contribution can never be
recognised and you will be sidelined. Unity
is so key that it must not only prevail, it
must also be seen and felt by all. The acri-
mony in the succession debate has exacer-
bated the disunity that was already emerg-
ing.

Polokwane: A platform for a fresh start
and building a left hegemony 
Already flowing from both Cde Jacob
Zuma’s closing speech at the Polokwane
conference and the ANC’s January 8 State-
ment, there has been a stress on the need
to build unity and overcome the tensions

of the pre-Polokwane lobbying period that
threatened our unity.

We have to combat factionalism in all its
manifestations. We must, as communist
cadres in our own right and as ANC mem-
bers, play a vitally important, unifying role
in the process towards the ANC regional
conference. SA Communists are renowned
for our high level political capacity and be-
ing disciplined and ethically distinguished,
as well as our dedication to the movement.
If there is a time when these features are
needed most it is now.

The ANC has in recent times showed
signs of being left-leaning, embracing many
of the positions we had earlier advocated.
The many examples include the strong em-
phasis on a developmental and interven-
tionist state, industrial policy and free ed-
ucation. We therefore must consolidate on
these and push for more of the working
class demands within the space that has
been created by Polokwane. We must avoid
being complacent because ‘we have won’.
We must continuously canvass for and as-
sert working class left perspectives in the
ANC and in the Alliance. 

The working class cannot afford to be
sectarian in raising issues because it should
lead the NDR as a multi-class project.
There has to be consistency of articulation
and application of the notion of the lead-
ing role of the working class as a motive
force of the NDR. To the extent that lead-
ership is a subjective exercise, we need, as
the party and the movement, to con-
sciously continuously build the conscious-
ness and capacity of the working class to
be able to fulfil its historic mission in the
NDR. We need to secure the interests and
hegemony of the working class while it
leads a variety of classes and strata for the
success of the NDR. 
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80 Years of the Native Republic Thesis 
This year also marks the 80th anniversary
of the adoption of the Native Republic Res-
olution by the Executive Committee of the
Communist International. This resolution,
when formally ratified by the Communist
Party of South Africa (as the SACP was
named until 1950), marked the official
adoption of the NDR as the most direct
route to socialism in South Africa. 

The resolution instructed: ‘The Party
must orient itself chiefly among the native
toiling masses while continuing work ac-
tively among white workers.’ Hence the
resolution mainly enjoined the Party to
adopt a revolutionary strategy for ‘a native
South African republic as a stage towards
a workers and peasants’ republic with full,
equal rights for all races’. The resolution
also argued that: ‘Only by a correct under-
standing of the importance of the national
question in South Africa will the Commu-
nist Party be able to combat effectively the
efforts of the bourgeoisie to divide the
white and black workers by playing the
race chauvinism, and transform … the
African National Congress into a fighting
nationalist revolutionary organisation.’ 

The Communist Party had earlier in 1921,
on its foundation, made history by becom-
ing the first ever non-racial political organ-
isation on South African soil. This was
against the backdrop of an overwhelmingly
racial and negative social reality as aptly
described in a Central Committee State-
ment of 1971, Fifty Fighting Years, that the
‘Party was born… [into] an arena of most
acute imperialist, national and class contra-
dictions and conflicts. Here, within a single
state frontier are to be found modern im-
perialism, monopoly capitalism, and colo-
nialism of a special type, brutally exercised
against the indigenous Africans’.

The adoption of the Native Republic

Thesis in 1928 therefore represented a leap
further in our status as the most sophisti-
cated political party in SA. In 1962, consis-
tent with our pioneering role, we devel-
oped the seminal thesis of characterising
South Africa as a colonialism of a special
type. And with this characterisation we
outlined tasks and challenges for the rev-
olution.

The best way we have to celebrate the
80th anniversary of the Native Republic
Thesis will be by leading in the implemen-
tation of the most decisive contemporary
tasks and challenges of the NDR.conjunc-
ture. We must champion the fight against
unemployment, poverty and underdevel-
opment. The starting point will and must
be reasserting the NDR as a working class-
led and biased project. This is important in
the light of the fierce class struggle being
waged by the bourgeoisie and its allies over
the NDR. The bourgeoisie works hard to
ensure that the 1994 democratic break-
through does not find any relevance and
resonance in the economic sphere. 

Develop working class leadership 
on the ground 
To develop working class leadership on the
ground is what the Party constitution par-
ticularly entrusts DECs to do. The main
programmatic theme this year, as per the
directive of the CC is appropriately: ‘The
year to build Active, Sustainable, Safe and
Healthy communities’. 

This theme is particularly relevant in
light of the intensified capitalist assault on
workers and the poor. This assault presents
itself through the hike in the interest rates,
food inflation above 10%, including the lat-
est increase in the price of bread as result
of monopoly pricing, and the envisaged
tariff increase of up to 33% by private hos-
pital groups. Related to the power outages,
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Eskom intends increasing electricity tariffs.
This will have a double impact since it will
also cause an increase in the inflation rate
because of the input role electricity plays in
the economic production processes. 

We therefore must intensify the ‘Know
Your Neighbourhood’, ‘Access to Health’
and ‘Land and Food’ campaigns. In taking
up these campaigns we must work with
trade unions, ANC branches and various
organs of civil society. We must accordingly
engage government where their interven-
tion will be required. 

Let Karl Marx have the last word: ‘Com-
munists are…the most advanced and res-
olute section of the working-class of every
country, that section which pushes forward
all others; on the other hand, theoretically,
they have over the great mass of the pro-
letariat the advantage of clearly under-
standing the lines of march, the conditions,
and the ultimate general results of the pro-
letarian movement.’ ★

Gunnett Kaaf is the Secretary of the SACP
Caleb Motshabi District
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T
his is an emotional occasion for
all of us as we remember the fu-
neral of Joe Slovo when the
whole of Soweto filled the
streets to see him to his last rest-

ing place. It is also important to remember
his legacy at a time when the movement is
reviewing its policies and strategy. I shall
deal with three themes, his life, his contri-
bution to revolutionary theory, and its rel-
evance to us today.

A life of struggle
I was born in the same year as
Comrade Joe, in Eastern Eu-
rope, of very poor parents,
came to South Africa as young
boy, and like him, became ac-
tive in the struggle at an early
age. I can therefore claim to
have some understanding of
his life history.

Slovo joined the Communist
Party of South Africa (as it was called then)
in 1942, at the age of 16. He had to leave
school early because of poverty, and joined
the army at an early age. He won a schol-
arship to study law at Wits University, and
became an advocate practicing in Johan-
nesburg, where he was active in both the
Party and the Congress Alliance. He was
arrested in the 1956 Treason Trial and be-

came one of the defence team, where he
soon showed legal brilliance and much
toughness with the bench. It became clear
that he was no ordinary lawyer, taking a
political stance throughout.

When the movement decided to move to
armed struggle in 1960, Slovo was in the
forefront of creating Mkhonto weSizwe,
and was one of the main authors of Oper-
ation Mayebuye. He went abroad soon af-

ter that, to work full time for the
movement, pushing for the cre-
ation of an ANC-SACP alliance,
the first time in history. He was
also very active in the interna-
tional Communist movement,
speaking at meetings in many
countries. But exile was a tough
road, with many difficulties, as
the armed struggle took a long
time to develop momentum.

Slovo was prominent in the
preparations for the 1969 Moro-

goro Conference in Tanzania, and played
an important part in drafting the policy
documents, pressing for a progressive ori-
entation in the Strategy and Tactics adop -
ted there. This was to remain the basis for
later versions. 

Slovo captured its main theses in an es-
say in No Middle Road, (Davidson et al
1976). While many of these positions re-
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main in place, some of the formulations be-
long to a different epoch and a different
phase of our struggle. Nor could it be antic-
ipated then that the ANC would come to
power through a negotiated settlement
with the apartheid regime.

Many of Slovo’s formulations empha-
sised the economic foundations of national
oppression in capitalist economic relations.
such as, ‘The origins of apartheid lie in eco-
nomic exploitation’ (Davidson 1976 p118) ,
‘A nationalist ideology which ignores the
class basis of racism is false’ (p139), ‘It is im-
possible to conceive of true liberation sep-
arated from the destruction of capitalism,’
(p161) ‘No significant national demand can
be successfully won without the destruc-
tion of the existing capitalist structure’,
(p140) ‘If every racist statute were to be re-
pealed tomorrow, leaving the economic
status quo undisturbed, white domination
in its most essential aspects would remain’
(p141)

Slovo also emphasised the importance of
identifying which classes should lead the
struggle: ‘The fundamental question is:
which class or alliance of classes exercises
state power in the immediate post-libera-
tion period’ (p148), ‘The ANC must not be
ambiguous on the question of the primary
role of the most oppressed African mass’
(p175).

And he warned of the possibility of the
black bourgeoisie playing a reactionary
role: ‘It cannot be discounted altogether,
that the role of the all-white bourgeoisie
could be assumed by a black equivalent in
the future’ (p143)

The ANC has not followed some of these
prescriptions and we need to examine why.
Is it because of the collapse of the interna-
tional Communist movement which was
clearly influencing thinking in 1969? Or is it
because we achieved a negotiated settle-

ment rather than outright victory? Slovo’s
crucial point was that the revolution would
have to go beyond the overthrow of racism
and destroy capitalism if true liberation
was to be achieved. He also warned of the
threat of a black bourgeoisie replacing the
white bourgeoisie but retaining the essence
of the system. We shall return to these is-
sues later.

In 1969 Slovo became a member of the
Revolutionary Council of the ANC, thereby
breaking with the tradition of only Africans
holding senior positions in the ANC, al-
though MK had been non-racial from the
start. After 1969 the ANC in exile soon be-
came non-racial too.

In 1991 Slovo returned to South Africa
and became an important figure in the ne-
gotiations with the regime. But in my opin-
ion, he made a mistake in leading the move
to turn the Party into a mass party when it
might have retained its traditional role as a
vanguard giving ideological and strategic
leadership to the ANC (see below).

Slovo became Minister of Housing in the
first democratic government in 1994, and an
important figure in government. He died of
cancer prematurely in 1995.

Contribution to revolutionary theory
After the Party was outlawed in 1949, it
was reconstituted underground as the
SACP, with Slovo as a member. It consisted
of less than a 100 members, carefully re-
cruited on the basis of their political con-
sciousness and security awareness. All
members were active in one or other of the
Congresses, ANC, Indian Congresses, Col -
oured Peoples Congress, Congress of De-
mocrats and SA Congress of Trade Unions,
often holding senior positions. 

The Party was therefore able to exercise
considerable political influence, without
ever attempting to take over the Congress
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movement. ‘There is no conflict between
the vanguard concept and acceptance of
the ANC as the head of the liberation al-
liance.’ (Slovo p 25). In this respect the
party was following the Leninist line on the
role of a Communist Party that the van-
guard party is a comparatively small or-
ganisation of highly conscious revolution-
aries maintaining iron discipline, centrali-
sation of leadership and coherence and
unity in action. And striving to be effective
not merely through it own actions but
through moving the masses (Turok p 8)

Slovo put this very clearly. ‘We do not re-
gard the trade union or the national move-
ment as mere conduits for our policies. Nor
do we attempt to advance our policy posi-
tions through intrigue or manipulation.
Our relations with these organisations are
based on complete respect for their inde-
pendence, integrity and inner-democracy.
In so far as our influence is felt, it is the re-
sult of open submissions of policy positions
and the impact of individual communists
who win respect among the most loyal, the
most devoted and ideologically clear mem-
bers of these organisations’ (Slovo 1990 p
26).

Here, Slovo was articulating what had
been normal practice in the relations be-
tween the Party and the Congresses for
some time. Party leaders like Kotane and
Sisulu held high office in the ANC but
never pursued a party line mechanically, al-
ways respecting the traditions of the ANC.
In this they exercised wisdom and good
judgement. They respected the mood of
the masses but did not tail behind mass
sentiment. They were careful to analyse
the balance of forces at any particular time,
and not to mistake their own advanced
ideas for the mood of the masses.

For some leaders of the CP, this changed
with the creation of MK. Che Guevara’s

book Guerilla War had raised the concept
of revolutionary war based on the ‘detona-
tor theory’. This led to some adventurist
thinking and clearly influenced Operation
Mayebuye. In retrospect, it would seem
that the thrust for revolutionary action in
many parts of the Third World tended to
set aside the strictures of people like Lenin
who had developed a thorough theory of
revolution.

Lenin insisted that the decisive battle for
power could not be waged by the vanguard
of the revolutionary class alone. What was
required was that 

● The ruling classes were in disarray;
● The petty bourgeoisie had become
discredited as the spokespeople for the
people;
● The masses sought bold revolutionary
action; and
● There was a national crisis (Turok 
p 17).

In addition what was required was
● Mass mobilisation around a revolu-
tionary party or movement;
● A high degree of dedication to the
cause by the revolutionists;
● A developed strategy and tactics; and
● Perhaps most important, aspirations
towards ideals like liberty, equality, fra-
ternity and national liberation (Turok 
p 17).

Revolution has to be seen as a major so-
cial upheaval rooted in fundamental con-
tradictions in a society, and not a mere
episode in the life of a nation. More atten-
tion has to be given to the defining ele-
ments of a revolution which were devel-
oped by Lenin and Macpherson:

● The transfer of state power from one
class to another class; 
● The use of force or the threat of the
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use of unauthorised force;
● The consolidation of transferred
power in order to bring fundamental
change in social, economic and political
institutions (Turok p3).

Mao Zedong argued that in colonial
countries, it is necessary to unite the
widest range of classes and social strata,
first in the democratic revolution and then
in the socialist revolution. But Lenin had
added that although the initial objective
was to clear the path for the development
of capitalism, the democratic revolution
had to be led by the proletariat with the
aim of establishing a ‘new-democratic so-
ciety and state’ to open the road for the de-
velopment of socialism (p 9).

Slovo built on these ideas and argued
that the South African struggle would not
have two stages, but would be a single
process from democracy to socialism. 

In the event, the ANC today accepts that
it is working within the framework of a
capitalist economy, and even suggests that
its ideology is social-democratic (Strategy
and Tactics 2007). Slovo might have had
reservations about such a position.

Slovo on the Soviet system 
Slovo’s other major contribution to revolu-
tionary thought was his booklet Has Social-
ism Failed? (1990). This book came as
bombshell to the Party and the world
Communist movement. Slovo had been a
constant visitor and defender of the Soviet
Union in all his years in exile. He was re-
sponsible for much of the military and
other aid given by the Socialist Bloc to the
ANC, and was accused by the SA regime of
being a ‘colonel’ in the KGB.

He became very familiar with the Soviet
system and he blasted it in this book. He
wrote: ‘The term Stalinism is used to de-
note the bureaucratic- authoritarian style

of leadership (of parties both in and out of
power) which denuded the party and the
practice of socialism of the most demo-
cratic content and concentrated power in
the hands of a tiny, self-perpetuating elite’
(Slovo 1990 p3).

‘Under the guise of “democratic central-
ism” inner-party democracy was almost
completely suffocated by centralism …
The commandist and bureaucratic ap-
proaches which took root during Stalin’s
time affected communist parties through-
out the world, including our own’ (p24)
(author’s emphasis). 

These statements caused great conster-
nation among those loyal to Stalinism in
the SA Party and elsewhere. But others
had already seen such manifestations
through contact with the Soviet Union and
exposures in the press. It took great
courage for Slovo to set it down in print.
Whether South African Communists have
taken this to heart more recently has yet to
be seen.

Our situation today
The present situation in our country offers
considerable potential for the Left if it acts
with energy but adheres to well developed
principles inherited from our history. Some
of the key issues have been dealt with
above, but bear repetition here.

In the 1970s when the SACP was imbued
with militancy and revolutionary ardour,
Slovo wrote, ‘Victory must embrace more
than formal democracy…’ (Davidson,
p115), ‘Leadership must be won rather than
imposed’ (p25), ‘The art of leadership de-
mands in the first place the widest possible
yoking of actual and potential allies, and
the exploitation of division and weakness
within the enemy camp, without of course
compromising the main direction of the
struggle’ (p131), ‘We can only earn our place

AFRICAN COMMUNIST | May 2008

52



as a vanguard force by superior efforts of
leadership and devotion to the cause of lib-
eration and socialism’ (P25). He attacked
‘sectarian attitudes towards non-party col-
leagues and sloganised dismissals of views
which do not completely accord with ours’
(Slovo p24).

But, in the early years of our transition to
democracy, perspectives were different.
Slovo was recognised as an important
leader of the ANC, and not only of the
SACP. This placed him in a difficult posi-
tion, especially when he became a member
of the Cabinet. But he did not deviate from
a position he had articulated many years
earlier about the legitimacy of the role of
the SACP. He argued in 1990: ‘It is perfectly
legitimate and desirable for a party claim-
ing to be the political instrument of the
working class to attempt to lead its con-
stituency in democratic contest for political
power against other parties and groups
representing other social forces’ (P27). 

However it has proved difficult for the
SACP to follow an independent course
from the ANC, and there have been many
tensions between the two organisations

which remain unresolved. What his posi-
tion would have been on the SACP stand-
ing against the ANC in elections is difficult
to predict.

To conclude, the current contradictions
within the liberation movement demand
a great deal of wisdom and good judge-
ment from the leadership. While Slovo’s
work was produced in a different context,
many of his propositions about revolu-
tionary change nevertheless deserve our
attention. ★

Ben Turok is an ANC veteran, MP and a
former SACP leader.
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When the history of Africa is written,
it will be written as before and after 
Cuito Cuanavale – Fidel Castro, 1988

W
hen Jorge Risquet, one of
Fidel Castro’s shrew dest
and most trusted col-
leagues, addressed the
Seventh Congress of the

South African Communist Party, hos ted in
Cuba in April 1989, he was gree ted with the
resounding salutation “Viva
Cuito Cuanavale!”

For the South African dele-
gates, many from military duty
in Angola itself, there was no
doubt that an epic victory had
been won over the apartheid
military machine in that em-
battled country the previous
year, constituting a historic
turning point in the struggle for
liberation. 

When Risquet quoted Fidel’s
assertion that “the history of Africa will be
written as before and after Cuito Cua-
navale”, he brought the house down. 

The generals and pundits of the former
South African Defence Force (SADF) are at
pains to claim victoryi at Cuito Cuanavale.
The acid test is to consider the outcome. 

The SADF had carried out continuous in-

vasions and incursions into Angola since
that country’s hard-won independence in
1975 (which was the reason for the Cuban
military presence in the first place). After
Cuito, they were forced to withdraw to-
tally; the independence of Namibia was
soon to be agreed; the prospect for South
African freedom had never been more
promising. Before the commencement of
the battle for Cuito Cuanavale in October
1987 the apartheid regime was implacably

opposed to any of those op-
tions.

While the post-Cuito negoti-
ations also agreed on Cuban
troop withdrawal from Angola,
and relocation of ANC military
camps (which went to
Uganda), this was no set-back
compared to the enormity of
the strategic gains. 

In commemorating the 20th

anniversary of the battle this
year and the historic outcome

that changed the face of Southern Africa –
according to Nelson Mandela “a turning
point for the liberation of our continent
and my people”ii – it is necessary to clarify
what exactly happened.

The place where Southern Africa’s his-
tory dramatically turned is, paradoxically,
well off the beaten track. Cuito Cuanavale
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is a minor town near the confluence of two
rivers that constitute its name, set in the
remote, bushy and featureless expanse of
south-east Angola, a region the Portuguese
referred to as the Land at the End of the
Earth. 

The battle had its beginnings in July 1987
when Angolan government forces (Fapla)
attempted to advance on Jonas Savimbi’s
Unita strongholds at Mavinga, the strate-
gic key to his base at Jamba near the
Caprivi Strip. With Pretoria’s assistance in
the south and Mobutu’s help from Zaire,
Unita had grown stronger over the years
and its actions had spread to the north,
central and eastern parts of Angola. Fapla
believed that a direct attack against Sav-
imbi’s south-eastern headquarters would
most disrupt him, but this was contrary to
Cuban advice. 

Surprise attack
At first the offensive progressed well, with
a battle-hardened and superbly equipped
Fapla gaining the upper hand, inflicting
heavy casualties on Unita, driving them
south towards Mavinga, some 150km dis-
tant. But in October, Fapla’s advancing
47th Brigade, at the Lomba River, 40km
south-east of Cuito, was all but destroyed
in a surprise attack by SADF forces hasten-
ing to Unita’s rescue. 

Catastrophe followed as several other
Fapla brigades sustained heavy casualties
and wilted under overwhelming ground
and air bombardment, but managed to re-
treat to Cuito. The situation could not have
been graver. Cuito could have been overrun
then and there by the SADF, changing the
strategic situation overnight.

The interior of the country would have
been opened up to domination by Unita.
Angola would have been split in half. This
was something Pretoria and Savimbi had

been aiming at for years. But the SADF
failed to seize the initiative. This allowed
an initial contingent of 120 Cuban troops to
rush to the town from Menongue, 150km to
the north-west and help Fapla organise the
defences. As the ferocious siege developed,
Pretoria’s generals and western diplomats
confidently predicted Cuito’s imminent fall.

I have had the opportunity to hear the
views from both Fidel Castro on the one
hand, and General Kat Liebenberg, South
African army chief at the time, on the
other. The briefing from Fidel took place in
Havana’s Defence Ministry, at the end of
1988. He pointed out on a huge table-top,
sand model of southern Angola, how the
drama had unfolded. Our delegation,
headed by Joe Slovo, hung on his every
word. The SADF was far too cautious and
missed a remarkable opportunity, Fidel ob-
served. After their success on the Lomba
they could have quickly taken the town.iii

According to General Liebenberg, with
whom I later established a convivial rela-
tionship, the SADF’s main aim apart from
stopping Fapla’s advance, was to keep the
town under constant bombardment to pre-
vent its airstrip from being used. He po-
litely stuck to the conventional SADF face-
saving explanation for he well knew that if
Cuito had been taken Unita would have
been placed in a most advantageous posi-
tion. But admitting that meant they had
failed in their objective.

The actions of the SADF are clear evi-
dence of their determination to break
through to the town. For six months they
threw everything they had at the belea-
guered outpost. They relentlessly pounded
Cuito with 16 massive 155mm G-5 and G-6
(self-propelled) guns and staged attack af-
ter attack led by the crack 61st mechanised
battalion, 32 Buffalo battalion (actually two
battalions with its own armour and ar-
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tillery units), and later the 4th SA Infantry
group. These units operated as a powerful
ad-hoc brigade. 

The Fapla defenders doggedly held out,
reinforced by 1 500 elite troops who arrived
from Cuba in December.

By 23 March 1988, the last major attack
on Cuito was “brought to a grinding and
definite halt”, in the words of 32 Batttalion
commander, Colonel Jan Breytenbach.iv He
writes: “the Unita soldiers did a lot of dy-
ing that day” and “the full weight of
Fapla’s defensive fire was brought down on
the heads of [SADF] Regiment President
Steyn and the already bleeding Unita.” The
SADF prided itself on a minimal loss of life
– but only because it used black infantry

troops from Unita and the (Namibian)
‘South West African Territory Force’ as can-
non fodder, while the white troops brought
up the rear from the safety of armoured ve-
hicles and tanks.

The SADF deployed upwards of 5 000
men at Cuito alone, according to their com-
mander-in-chief, General Jan Geldenhuys,v

but this could possibly have been as much
as 6 000 menvi. In addition there were sev-
eral thousand Unita troops involved. They
were repulsed by the Cubans and 6 000 de-
termined Fapla defenders.

The numerous pro-SADF accounts focus
on the engagements leading up to Cuito,
and the siege itself, meticulously recorded
battlefield manoeuvres and achievements.
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These accounts describe tactical efficiency
and resourcefulness, but cannot conceal
the fact that they failed to conquer the
town.

They also play down the later – and de-
cisive – military developments on the
Namibian border that commenced in April
1988 and peaked in June. Breytenbach is
the exception, observing: “With a lack of
foresight the South Africans had allowed
the bulk of their available combat power to
be tied down on the Cuito Cuanavale
front.” In his view this should have been
regarded as a secondary front. This was in
sharp contrast to Geldenhuys’ fixating on
the pretence of a SADF victory at Cuito
and lamely claiming that the new front
opened up by the Cubans in the west was
akin to Castro “kicking the ball into touch”
as though that part of southern Angola
was outside the field of play. His actual
words were: “Our opponents boast that
they beat us… because they won some
line-outs.”vii

Defensive victory
The saga at Cuito Cuanavale can be cor-
rectly characterised as a Cuban-Angolan
defensive victory. Wars are not won by de-
fensive engagements. The significance of
Cuito is that the defenders not only saved
the day, but bought the time to enable the
Cuban-Angolan side to turn the tables and
by April launch a breathtaking offensive in
the southwest that changed the course of
our history. 

Geldenhuys knew very well, like a rugby
captain suddenly forced on to the defen-
sive, that the ball was very much in play
and his opponents were robustly driving
forward. By stopping stopped the SADF in
its tracks at Cuito and then decisively seiz-
ing the initiative and going on the offensive
was similar to the great turning point in

the Second World War, when the Nazi
forces were halted at Stalingrad at the end
of 1942 and subsequently driven back to
Berlin.

Lest there be any lingering doubt about
the outcome at Cuito Cuanavale, listen to
what the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff
(JCS), closely monitoring events in Angola,
noted in an intelligence report dated April
15, 1988: Cuito Cuanavale was no longer an
isolated outpost. Cuban troops had se-
cured the road from Menongue to Cuito.
“Any SADF/Unita attempt to cut off the
main supply route would be met with very
heavy resistance.” Cuban planes and anti-
aircraft weapons had reversed the situa-
tion for the South African forces arrayed
against Cuito: the absence of the SA Air
Force in the area had become “notable”.
The JCS further observed: “Lacking air su-
periority, the SADF was unable to conduct
an air resupply effort resulting in less re-
sponsive resupply effort over land.”viii

At his table-top model Fidel pointed out
the amazing feat of a 10 000 strong Cuban,
Fapla and Swapo troop deployment, along
a front stretching from Angola’s southern
port of Namibe in the west along the rail-
way line, through Lubango on to
Menongue and Cuito in the east. The
SADF forces at Cuito were sidelined, like a
major piece on a chess board that has pre-
maturely advanced, as powerful armed
forces with the latest Soviet weaponry,
moved forwards in the south west, under
superior air cover, towards the Namibian
border. Angola’s Cunene and Mocamedes
provinces were liberated after years of
SADF control.

A master stroke was the rapid construc-
tion of airstrips at Cahama and Xangongo
near the border, which brought the strate-
gic Ruacana and Calueque hydro-electric
dam systems on the Cunene River within
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striking distance. Soviet Mig-23s had
demonstrated their superiority over South
Africa’s aged Mirage fighters and now that
they commanded the skies the network of
SADF bases in northern Namibia was at
their mercy.

Fidel showed quiet pride in this achieve-
ment, cutting a thoughtful figure. Behind
the singular achievement was outstanding
military acumen and not a foolhardy gam-
bler depicted by his detractors (including
Greg Mills in a recent “Sunday Independ-
ent” articleix). 

It was at this point that he used his now
famous boxing analogy to explain the care-
fully formulated strategy: Cuito Cuanavale
in the east represented the boxer’s defen-
sive left fist that blocks the blow, while in
the west the powerful right fist had struck
– placing the SADF in a perilous position.x

To return to that other sporting meta -
phor misused by Geldenhuys, play swung
robustly from the east end of the rugby
field to the west-end with the Cubans,
Fapla and Swapo on the attack and the
SADF uncomfortably pinned back on the
borderline.

The end for the SADF was signalled on
June 27, 1988. A squadron of Migs bombed
the Ruacana and Calueque installations,
cutting the water supply to Ovamboland
and its military bases and killing 11 young
South African conscripts. A Mig-23 exe-
cuted a neat victory roll over Ruacana on
the Namibian side of the border. The war
was effectively over. 

The SADF was clearly out-foxed in An-
gola. Magnus Malan, South Africa’s Min-
ister of Defence, had admitted that “as far
as the Defence Force was concerned [Fidel
Castro] was an unknown presence in mili-
tary terms, and therefore it was difficult to
predict his intentions.”xi This amounted to
an astonishing intelligence failure coming a

dozen years after the SADF first encoun-
tered the Cubans in Angola. Malan was not
alone in this ignorance: for the Americans
had been in confrontation with Havana
since the 1960s and appeared to know little
more. Along with Pretoria they expected
the Soviet Union, eager for rapprochement
with the West, to curtail Cuba’s actions.
They were surprised to discover that the
Soviet Union’s so-called proxy had not
even consulted Moscow over Havana’s
massive intervention. They were even
more taken aback when sophisticated So-
viet military equipment was rushed from
the USSR to Angola to supply the Cuban-
Angolan offensive.

To the negotiating table
The Cubans could have marched into
Namibia but exercised restraint, with all
parties, including the USA and Soviet
Union, looking for compromise and a way
forward in negotiations that had previ-
ously been going nowhere. Fidel was not
looking for a bloody encounter which
would have cost many lives on both sides.
Neither were apartheid’s generals and po-
litical leaders. They could afford casualties
even less than the Cubans, considering the
popular mass struggle and growing armed
actions within Namibia and South Africa
and the serious problem with white con-
scription.

Chester Crocker. America’s chief negotia-
tor, had to be given a special exemption to
meet with the Cuban delegation and side-
step the United States embargo of Cuba.
Crocker, whose country had long sup-
ported Unita and earlier Holden Roberto’s
FLNA against the MPLA, was to confide:
“Reading the Cubans is yet another art
form. They are prepared for both war and
peace. We witness considerable tactical fi-
nesse and genuinely creative moves at the
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table.”xii His opinion of the South Africans
was that “they confused military power
with national strategy.” In his book High
Noon in Southern Africa, Crocker writes:
“…a former academic colleague confirmed
my impressions. After spending ten days
with Pretoria’s military, diplomatic, and in-
telligence establishment, he reported to me
that he had seldom seen a government so
utterly confused and at cross-purposes
over basic questions of policy. Given the
absence of strategic guidance from top po-
litical levels, it was remarkable that SADF
chief of staff Jannie Geldenhuys and his
military colleagues avoided disaster in An-
gola during the first half of 1988.” 

The central negotiation issue was UN Se-
curity Council Resolution 435 of 1978, con-
cerning South Africa’s withdrawal from
Namibia, and that country’s independence.
Linked to this was the departure of Cuban
troops from Angola. It is now history that
the last SADF soldier left Angola at the end
of August 1988, and that Namibia became
independent in March 1990, even before
the Cuban exodus from Angola. Apartheid
Foreign Minister Pik Botha, had tried to
modify Resolution 435, asserting that the
SADF would withdraw from Angola only
“if Russia and its proxies did the same”.
They made no mention of even considering
a withdrawal from Namibia. Business Day
reported on March 16, 1988 that Pretoria
was “offering to withdraw into Namibia –
not from Namibia – in return for the with-
drawal of Cuban forces from Angola. The
implication is that South Africa has no real
intention of giving up the territory any time
soon”.

These attempts, however, proved futile in
the face of the changed balance of forces
and were demolished by Jorge Risquet
who gave Pik Botha a roasting: “The time
for your military adventures, for the acts of

aggression that you have pursued with im-
punity, for your massacres of refugees…is
over,” he chided. He accused Botha that
Pretoria was behaving as though it was “a
victorious army, rather than what it really
is: a defeated aggressor that is withdraw-
ing…South Africa must face the fact that
it will not obtain at the negotiating table
what it could not achieve on the battle-
field.”xiii

Chain reaction
What materialised at Cuito Cuanavale set
in chain a process that finally broke the as-
cendancy of the military hawks and politi-
cians in Pretoria. With the struggle within
South Africa, and apartheid’s international
isolation, the country’s freedom was soon
achieved. It is fitting that at Freedom Park,
outside Pretoria, tChain-reactionhe 2 070
names of Cuban soldiers who fell in Angola
between 1975 and 1988 are inscribed along
with the names of South Africans who
died during the liberation struggle. Those
patriots and internationalists were moti-
vated by a single goal – an end to racial
rule and genuine African independence. Af-
ter 13 years defending Angolan sovereignty,
the Cubans took nothing home except the
bones of their fallen – and our eternal grat-
itude.

It is also noteworthy that for most of
those years Umkhonto weSizwe (MK)
combatants engaged the adversary in
many parts of Angola, co-operated with
Fapla and Swapo units, as well as with
Cuban and Soviet advisers, aided in the in-
terception and translation of Afrikaans ra-
dio traffic, and provided invaluable intelli-
gence on the SADF. One hundred-and-
thirty MK combatants lost their lives in ac-
tion during that time. 

Tens of thousands of Africans were killed
by South Africa’s murderous security
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forces, in Angola and Mozambique where
they waged almost continuous dirty wars
against those newly liberated countries,
and in bloody massacres of civilians,
refugees and freedom fighters in such
places as Cassinga, Gaberones, Maseru,
Manzini, Matola and elsewhere, in the des-
perate attempt to save white supremacy
and prevent the future being born. 

The die-hard officers of the former SADF
and apartheid politicians of the time try to
claim they were fighting to save Southern
Africa from communism, but that was a
myth to curry favour with the West during
the cold war. The era of racist, colonial rule
they strove to perpetuate has thankfully
passed into history. 

All the states of our region are enjoying
peace and stability and getting on with the
developmental tasks of creating a better
life for their people now that apartheid is
no more. Fidel’s prediction that Africa’s his-
tory would radically change after the Bat-
tle for Cuito Cuanavale has been borne
out. It is imperative that our people, and
particularly the younger generation, be
made aware of Cuba’s remarkable sacrifice
and contribution to Africa’s freedom and
independence, and the heroic role of the in-
dependent states of our region. ★

Ronnie Kasrils is a veteranof the SACP,
ANC and MK, and served for many years
in the SACP’s Politburo and Central Com-
mittee. He is Minister for Intelligence
Services in the South African government,
and was former chief of MK intelligence.
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I
n South Africa the spirit of collec-
tivism is not a distant memory. In
many ways it is still with us. The de-
sire for community beats strong in the
human breast. Through the ages men

and women have lived, worked or prayed
in communal ways. Also, most religions
have cultivated the values of equality, shar-
ing and redistribution.

These were the ideals of socialism too.
Many died for them. The term ‘socialism’
was first heard in England and France
around the 1820s and 1830s. Based on soli-
darity, socialism was a vision of a new kind
of social co-operation. It presented an al-
ternative to the evils of capitalism which
threaten social ties.

Utopian socialists
The rise of modern civilisation in Europe
was rooted in a strong belief in progress
and reason. It was associated with the de-
velopment of capitalism. This system
emerged out of a feudal order of landlords
and serfs where men dominated. In the
transition, the agrarian economy made
way for the growth of industry. There were
different paths to the transformation of
agriculture.

As a new economic system capitalism
was based on the exploitation of workers.
It brought in its train undreamt of wealth

for a few. Social relationships melted to be
replaced by monetary ones. For the major-
ity it meant untold misery and deprivation.
Many longed for a golden age or a coming
millennium.

At the turn of the 19th century, a diverse
throng of social critics clamoured for atten-
tion with their doctrines. They were aghast
at the working and living conditions of
workers and by the break up of communi-
ties.

Crystallising visions of utopias or ideal
societies or ‘commonwealths’, they later
came to be called ‘utopian socialists.

Some of them saw themselves as contin-
uing an earlier Christian tradition based on
small communities. Others sear ched for al-
ternative social systems which could be
constructed in the here and now. Strong
believers in the power of reason, they con-
ducted model experiments in their search
for a possible future. Later socialists were
convinced that people could relate to na-
ture, to each other and to work in non –
exploitative ways. They tried to achieve
this by reform or revolution.

Some early thinkers on co-operation and
socialism:

Francois Babeuf fought for the poor and
downtrodden in the French Revolution.
The Babouvist movement struggled for
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communal ownership of land and tools.
It was based on a politics of the seizure
of power by a secret organisation of a
small group of revolutionaries. They
were called the Conspiracy of Equals.
Condemned to death for being involved
in the Jacobin conspiracy, Babeuf died
for his ideals by committing suicide.

Etienne Cabet was a leftwing jour-
nalist, lawyer and novelist. He wrote a
utopian novel called Voyage to Icaria. On
the utopian island of Icaria communism
would reign. It would become the ter-
rain where true democracy would be
realised. Cabet portrayed this as the di-
rect descendant of early Christian prin-
ciples. In 1834 he was condemned to
death for his political activities.

Henri Saint-Simon was said to be
the first socialist theorist. He believed in
the use of science to perfect society. Op-
posing inherited wealth and unearned
income, he propounded that all men
ought to work. In his utopia the state
would take ownership of the land, fac-
tories and machines. It would plan and
manage production and distribution for
the social good. Favouring a top down
approach, Saint-Simon paid little atten-
tion to involving the masses. Industrial
entrepreneurs and experts should keep
a check on the state, controlling the al-
location of resources, he advocated.

Charles Fourier was against the
state and capitalism. But he was not in
favour of the abolition of private prop-
erty. What he envisaged was a utopian
society in harmony with the universe,
which could be achieved by non-vio-
lent means. He also drew up a scheme
for producer-consumer co-operatives
called philanxes. They would be self sus-
taining enterprises based on self man-
agement, each consisting of between 2

000 to 3 000 people. Fourier was the first
to declare that in any given society the
degree of women’s emancipation was
the natural measure of the general
emancipation.

Pierre Joseph Proudhon favoured a
decentralised stateless utopia. It would
be based on workshop associations or-
ganised as co-operatives. He helped in-
spire ‘co-operative’ socialism in France
and elsewhere in Europe. His ideas in-
fluenced the First International and the
Paris Commune. Asking the question:
“What is Property”? Proudhon an-
swered: “Property is theft!” But he did
not condemn all ownership of property.
He supported economic co-operation
rather than political revolution.

Louis Blanc was a radical journalist
and organiser for socialism. He consid-
ered competition to be the root of all evil
and advocated state socialism. In his
utopia the state would look after the
welfare of the workers. It would do this
by fostering industrial employment
through production or worker co-oper-
atives. These would eventually replace
private enterprise. Blanc came close to
expressing the communist ideal of “from
each according to his ability, to each ac-
cording to his needs”.

Robert Owen case study
Born in 1771, the son of a poor saddler,
Owen early showed an aptitude for busi-
ness. When he was 18 he and a partner
opened a factory to make spinning wheel
machines. After this Owen managed a
huge cotton spinning factory employing
many workers. Then in the period 1800-29
he served as managing partner of the great
cotton spinning mill at New Lanark in
Scotland. Here he was faced with his
biggest challenges so far. At the same time,
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he became convinced that utopia was pos-
sible.

The working and living conditions of the
2 500 workers were very demoralising.
They lived in utter squalor, with many in
debt. Owen was a capitalist and idealist.
He dreamed of improving the plight of the
workers. Yet he did not have great faith in
their ability to bring about change them-
selves. He regarded them as irrational peo-
ple who had to be educated to new habits.
Among the changes that he brought about
was to end the employment of children un-
der 10.

Owen is regarded as the father of the co-
operative movement. At the cotton mills he
started a consumer co-operative in the
form of a co-operative store. He also set up
a production co-operative based in the fac-
tory community. New Lanark was turned
into a model colony. Business boomed,
yielding large profits. Owen won wide
recognition as a philanthropist, a rich man
who wanted to help the poor.

Yet as a revolutionary he was still dissat-
isfied. His workers had not attained the ra-
tional and all-round development of char-
acter and intellect he desired. The newly
created productive forces such as factories
and machines were used to enrich individ-
uals, while the masses were being en-
slaved. How could they be used to restruc-
ture society?

He concluded that they should become
the common property of all, to be used for
the common good. This was a step in the
direction of communism. But great obsta-
cles seemed to him to block the path to so-
cial reforms. These included private prop-
erty, religion and the form of marriage.

Excited by his successes, Owen at-
tempted to extend his concept of a co-op-
erative factory community into agriculture.
He worked out his plan for self-sufficient

villages of co-operation in great detail.
These would provide the basis for a new
morality. Here workers would be able to
pull themselves out of poverty by growing
their own food, making their own clothes
and becoming self-governing.

In the 1820s Owen experimented with
new model colonies at Orbiston in Scot-
land and at New Harmony in Indiana in
the USA. The aim was for the colonists to
own the land and to work the farm ma-
chinery in common. But these and later at-
tempts by Owen and his followers proved
abortive. There was conflict among the
colonists about the ownership of property,
the form of governance or lack of democ-
racy.

Owen was ruined by his utopian experi-
ment in the USA. He had sacrificed all of
his fortune and was banished from official
society. Returning to England, he started
‘time shops’ or labour exchanges. Workers
made their own ‘time notes’ for the time
spent in making and selling goods through
the shops. But the experiment to give their
own value to their labour also failed.

For the next 30 years, Owen turned to
working directly with and amid the work-
ing class. He was a pioneer of trade unions.
The most notable one was the Grand Na-
tional Consolidated Trade Union, set up in
1834. Owen became its first president.

He favoured the role of the state in bring-
ing about reforms such as the reduction of
working hours and improved working con-
ditions. He also supported co-operation, or
what is now called social dialogue, be-
tween the workers and the bosses. What
was important was that these reforms
would make industry more productive and
profitable.

It has been said, that ‘every social move-
ment, every real advance in England on be-
half of the workers links itself to the name
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of Robert Owen’ (Engels: From Utopian to
Scientific Socialism: 1875: 11). With his co-
operative experiments too, Owen had
taken a step towards shaking the very
foundation of private property.

The Rochdale pioneers 
and co-operative principles
William King, a medical doctor, also sear -
ched for ways to overcome the social prob-
lems of workers. He tried to make the co-
operative ideas of Owen more wor kable. A
believer in self-help, he fav oured evolution-
ary change. The flour milling societies
which poor workers were trying to organ-
ise excited his interest. He began to publish
a periodical called The Co-operator.

His major contribution was to focus on
the power that workers possessed as con-
sumers. Workers should join together to
start a co-operative store, he advocated.
They could pool their small savings, raising
their own capital. Instead of profits going
to the capitalists, now the workers could
retain them.

In 1843, the weavers at the cotton mills
in the town of Rochdale went on strike for
higher wages. The employers responded by
locking them out. In their parlous eco-
nomic condition, 28 of the weavers joined
together to make a plan. Inspired by the
ideals of Owen and King, they formed an
association called the Rochdale Equitable
Pioneers Society.

Their aim was to improve the social and
domestic conditions of the members. A
store was set up for the sale of provisions
and clothes. Another intention was to
build houses where a co-operative way of
life could be practised. For those members
without work the aim was to provide em-
ployment in manufacturing and on the
land. Each member bought a pound share.
This was by contributing two pence, later

three pence, a week. In this way the capi-
tal of the society of 28 pounds was made
up eventually.

In 1844 the weavers developed the
Rochdale Principles. On these the co-oper-
ative movement of today is based:

– Prevailing market prices were
charged and no credit was given
– A limited rate of interest on capital
was payable
– Profit was allocated to members in
proportion to their spending
– With one member, one vote, periodic
elections of officers and committees
were held
– A percentage of profits was allocated
to education

These rules united the members in a
common bond of self-interest. The co-op-
erative enterprises of the Rochdale Pio-
neers prospered. One of these grew into a
cotton and woolen manufacturing co-op-
erative association. Most of the Pioneers
were utopian socialists. They wanted to set
up a home colony, or to assist other soci-
eties to set up such colonies. But to succeed
these would have to be self supporting.

The First International of Working Men
As industrial capitalism took root in Eu-
rope, class struggle grew bitter. Revolution-
ary movements began to develop all over
the continent. In England the Chartist
Movement had grown into the first mass
revolutionary movement of the British
working class. A revolution against kings
and feudal landlords also took place in
Germany in 1848.

However, working-class organisations
were smashed by governments dominated
by the bourgeoisie. To be able to sustain
the revolution, the parties of the working
class had to join together. The First Inter-
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national of Working Men was set up in
1864. It emerged largely out of criticisms of
the utopian socialists.

The movement to transform factories
into co-operatives by workers had been
growing in places like Prussia. Managed by
workers or worker unions, they repre-
sented a “greater victory of the political
economy of labour over the political econ-
omy of property”. As great social experi-
ments their value could not be overrated.
This was stressed by the revolutionary Karl
Marx in his inaugural address at the First
International.

By deed and by argument it had been
shown that large scale scientific produc-
tion could be carried out by workers.
Hired labour, just like slave and serf
labour, would make way for associated
labour. But Marx warned that landlords
and capitalists would use their political
privileges to defend their economic mo-
nopolies. Therefore, to conquer political
power had become the great duty of the
working classes. So, “Proletarians of all
countries unite!”

However, a bitter feud developed at the
International between Marx and the anar-
chist Mikhail Bakunin. The latter rejected
the establishment of any kind of state. He
advocated that the revolution needed to
move immediately to communism. Also,
peasants must play a leading role in a rev-
olutionary movement. Following a peasant
uprising, the land should be seized and
worked by self-governing and decen-
tralised communes.

Marx campaigned for the expulsion of
Bakunin from the International. Yet both
believed that state power was exercised by
and in the interests of the class that owned
and controlled the machines and factories.
They also thought socialism would elimi-
nate the division of labour between mental

and manual work, and between men and
women.

Scientific socialism
Criticisms of the utopian socialists had
been growing. Critics in the 19th century
and later have said:

– Socialism was presented by the
utopians as if it was an absolute truth,
an expression of reason and justice,
waiting to be discovered
– The schemes of the utopian social-
ists, often worked out in detailed blue-
prints, were based on fantasies and
were mostly impractical
– The small utopian socialist experi-
ments were islands in a capitalist
ocean and they ignored the need for
political struggle
– Utopians had wanted to develop a
new person as a condition for social-
ism, rather than create socialist condi-
tions that would enable the new per-
son to be born
– Utopians had wanted to build a new
society from very virtuous men and
women who had been specially
reared, instead of from people stained
by capitalism

The early socialists had denounced the ex-
ploitation of the working class. Yet they
had been unable to show how it had arisen

The approach of the utopians to social-
ism was elitist with little role for the work-
ers themselves

Marx and fellow revolutionary Friedrich
Engels went beyond the speculations of the
utopians. They discovered the materialist
conception of history. The first volume of
Marx’ masterwork, Capital, was published
in 1867. It showed how socialism would re-
sult from the growing conflict between
proprietors and non-proprietors (or capi-
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talists and wage earners) on the one hand
and anarchy (chaos) in production, on the
other. With this discovery socialism be-
came a science.

In other works the two revolutionaries
advocated class struggle as the engine of
history. Closely linked was the concept of
the dictatorship of the proletariat. It would
follow after the revolutionary overthrow of
capitalism and the seizure of power by the
working class. The period after capitalism
was divided into stages: the period of po-
litical transition and the period of the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat; socialism and
communism. In the period of transition the
working class had to use the state to create
a democratic social republic where it would
be in control.

The Paris Commune
The working class citizens of Paris seized
power in March 1871. They elected their
own government setting up the Paris Com-
mune, a form of municipal direct democ-
racy. It came after the defeat of France by
Prussia in the Franco-Prussian War. In at-
tempting to regain Paris, French troops re-
fused to fire on the crowds. Instead they
turned their weapons on their officers.

The commune was “the political form
at last discovered under which to work out
the economic emancipation of labour
“(Marx: The Civil War in France: May 1871:
The Third Address). The aim was to uproot
the economic foundations of classes and
class rule. As the “self government of the
producers”, the Paris Commune brought
about a number of reforms. Women were
involved in all of its major activities. Vari-
ous decrees were issued which helped free
them from their special oppression and
lack of rights.

Another reform was that all workshops
and factories which had been closed had to

be surrendered to associations of workers.
The class property that made the labour of
many the wealth of a few had to be abol-
ished. Expropriate the expro priators, ad-
vised Marx. Transform the means of pro-
duction, such as land and machines, into
the instruments of free and associated
labour. Anarchists and socialists in the
Commune helped set up co-operatives in
the workplaces. The anar chists also prop-
agated a vision of a confederation of com-
munes to replace the state.

Yet members of the ruling classes were
also preaching the value of co-operative
production. If the capitalist system was to
be superceded, co-operative societies had
to unite. Regulation of national production
had to be based on a common plan. Only
in this way could the anarchy and convul-
sions of capitalist production be overcome.

However, the Paris Commune was de-
feated in May 1871. Government troops had
attacked the barricades set up by the peo-
ple. Nonetheless, worker co-operatives
spread elsewhere in France, Italy and Ger-
many. But they experienced a number of
difficulties. Many collapsed. One reason
was because in the worker co-operatives
were reflected the defects of the capitalist
system.

It was an advantage that workers in as-
sociation made democratic decisions about
production. Yet at the same time, in be-
coming their own bosses, they gave value
to their labour in an exploitative and com-
petitive capitalist society.

The ideas of Marx about co-operatives
changed over time and sometimes were
not clear. In his Critique of the Gotha Pro-
gramme (1875: 94) he noted that co-opera-
tives were of value only if they were cre-
ated independently by workers. They
should not come under the control of the
state or the bourgeoisie.
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In later volumes of Capital Marx wrote
that co-operatives should be viewed as
transitional forms of production. They
were a new form of production emerging
out of the capitalist system of factories and
credit. As the new economic system
emerged, classes would be eliminated
gradually but the market would continue.

Co-operative enterprises would abolish
the antagonism between capital and
labour, but still produce goods for sale in
the market. This would continue until the
abolition of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. The building of the co-operative sys-
tem in both industry and agriculture
should be considered as a stage in the tran-
sition from the capitalist to the full com-
munist society.

Engels expanded on these ideas of
Marx. In The Peasant Question in France
and Germany 1894/5 he highlighted agricul-
tural co-operatives. He argued that in the
transition land must remain in the hands
of the state. While the self-managing co-
operatives could lease the land, the state
should supervise them. Ownership of the
means of production in the co-operatives
of town and country had to be retained by
society. In this way the private interests of
the co-operatives would not undermine
society’s interests as a whole.

The Second International 
and co-operatives
But what did Marx really mean by the ‘dic-
tatorship of the proletariat’? There were
many debates about how to overthrow
capitalism and achieve socialism. Some of
these debates took place in the Second In-
ternational 1887-1914. The large German
Social Democratic Party dominated pro-
ceedings. It was wrestling with winning
power through the electoral process.

An upper layer of workers had emerged

in Europe called a ‘labour aristocracy’. Its
members were skilled and relatively well
paid. In England these workers leaned to-
wards the building of ‘New Model’ trade
unions and ‘bread and butter’ consumer
co-operatives. Marxists were often critical
of consumer co-operatives. They con -
tended that in them the class struggle was
submerged.

A range of co-operatives, with a similar
petit-bourgeois bias, was coming to the
fore. Credit unions, often started by parish
priests, were popular in Germany and
Canada. Called ‘people’s banks’, by the
turn of the century there was one in nearly
every village. In North America, Denmark
and Japan agricultural co-operatives ap-
peared earliest.

The International Co-operative Associ-
ation was set up in the mid 1890s in Lon-
don. It became the ultimate authority for
defining co-operatives and elaborating co-
operative principles. Members were drawn
from Europe, India, Australia, Argentina
and the USA. From the start the ICA
adopted a stance of political neutrality in
the international co-operative move ment.
But some came to associate it with colo-
nialism.

Co-operatives as a hybrid form
in capitalism
Polish-born revolutionary Rosa Luxem-
bourg moved to Germany in 1898. She
joined the Social Democratic Party there. A
debate was raging in the Party. One of its
members, Eduard Bernstein, had written a
series of articles on the Problems of Social-
ism in the Neue Zeit. In them he argued for
the use of evolutionary electoral methods
to bring about socialism.

Bernstein presented a view of co-oper-
atives as an intermediate form, a middle
way between socialism and capitalism.

AFRICAN COMMUNIST | May 2008

67



This was similar to Beatrice Webb in Eng-
land. It reflected the growing mood of large
sections of the labour movement in and
outside the Second International.

Strong opposition to these views came
from elements in the German Social Dem-
ocratic Party. They included Clara Zetkin
and Rosa Luxembourg. These two were
also in the forefront in taking up the issue
of women’s oppression.

In her Reform or Revolution Luxem-
bourg challenged Bernstein’s contentions
as little more than utopian. They over-
looked the importance of political struggle
in achieving reforms, she contended.
Unions and electoral reforms should not be
used to suppress contradictions between
workers and the bosses. Luxembourg
added that in her view co-operatives and
trade unions alone were incapable of trans-
forming the capitalist mode of production.

She also challenged. the widespread be-
lief that the gradual development of co-op-
eratives could be a path towards socialism
without a socialist revolution. Co-opera-
tives, especially those in the field of pro-
duction, constituted a hybrid form in the
midst of capitalism. They were small units
of socialised production within capitalist
exchange or the market.

Worker owners of co-operatives had to
govern themselves with an iron hand. This
accounted for the usual failure of the co-
operatives. They either became pure capi-
talist enterprises, or, if the workers interests
continued to dominate, they ended by dis-
solving. Worker co-operatives could sur-
vive in capitalism only by removing them-
selves from the influence of the laws of the
market. Consumer co-operatives could
provide a constant market or a constant
circle of consumers for production co-oper-
atives.

Nonetheless, Luxembourg maintained

that the scope of producer co-operatives
was limited. They were excluded from the
most important branches of production.
Operating in the small local market, they
manufactured articles serving immediate
needs, especially food products. Because of
this, Luxembourg did not consider co-op-
eratives to be a serious instrument of a
general socialist transformation.

Marxism-Leninism and co-operatives
The Russian Revolution started in 1917. Af-
ter the seizure of power by the Bolshevik
Party, socialism began to be built in a rev-
olutionary and creative way in Russia. In-
dustries grew, the peasantry was collec-
tivised and a cultural revolution took place.
In the transition to the new society there
was an outpouring of utopian dreams and
ideals. Numerous social experiments based
on collective labour and communal living
occurred. At their centre was a commit-
ment to equality and brotherhood.

Vladimir Lenin, leader of the Bolshe-
viks, expanded the views of Marx and En-
gel’s. He wrote that elements of socialism
had to be built during the transition. This
was of pedagogical and economic impor-
tance. Included among the ‘bridges’ to so-
cialism were co-operatives and communes.
The transition to a socialist economy re-
quired conscious, disciplined masses. What
had to be addressed also was the ‘woman
question’.

Lenin noted that the belief of the utopian
socialists in a ‘co-operative’ socialism was
romantic. It was a dream of transforming
class enemies into class collaborators, and
class war into class peace, through the so-
called ‘class truce’. This was by organising
people into co-operative societies. But po-
litical power in Russia was now in the
hands of the working class, Lenin stressed.
The exploiters had been overthrown. Also,
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the working class owned all the means of
production. Under these conditions the
growth of co-operatives was part of the
growth of socialism.

Lenin’s most important writings on co-
operatives can be found in On Co-opera-
tion. They were written in 1923 during the
period of the New Economic Policy in Rus-
sia. Some private enterprise was allowed,
and some concessions made to the peas-
ants. Under a capitalist state, co-operatives
were collective capitalist insti tutions, Lenin
argued. But under the conditions of the
NEP, the question had arisen of a third
type of enterprise.

The context was one of the revolutionary
leadership of the working class. It was in
alliance with many millions of small and
very small peasants. From the standpoint
of transition to the new socialist system,
the support of the pea sants had to be won.
A simple, easy and most acceptable way
was to build co-operatives. These should
be organised on a large scale, under state
supervision and subordinated to the com-
mon interest.

As a private and collective enterprise, a
co-operative was distinct from state capi-
talist ownership. It also differed from the
concessions made to private enterprise by
the working class state. To ensure the co-
operatives did not fail, they had to be effi-
cient, self sufficient and based on the de-
velopment of the means of production.
Universal literacy was also required.

The Third International, imperialism 
and co-operatives
Another great contribution made by Lenin
to Marxism was Imperialism, the Highest
Stage of Capitalism. It was written in 1916.
A new kind of imperialism had arrived on
the world stage It was based on the colo-
nial policy of financial capital. In Europe

the era of free competition and free trade
had ended. Industries were being concen-
trated in huge combines. In this new sys-
tem of ‘monopoly capitalism’, financial cap-
ital was dominating.

There was a hunt for territories around
the world by the European powers. As the
search for raw materials became more in-
tensive, the world market was divided
among the capitalist companies. The con-
test for colonies by the leading European
powers reached a frenzy. In the colonies
agriculture and mining were developed to
feed the furnaces of industrialisation in Eu-
rope it has been noted. Imperialism vio-
lated the inde pendence of colonised na-
tions or their right to self determination.
How to resist this came to be called the na-
tional question.

At the Third Communist International
Lenin called on the workers to fight against
imperialism. He also recognised that the
struggles for national liberation in the
colonies could strengthen the world revo-
lution for socialism. In the 1920s at the
Third International the role of peasants
was put forward as the central problem in
revolutionary changes. It was an important
feature of the agrarian question.

Associated with this was the need to
draw co-operative organisations into the
class struggle. The International considered
the co-operative movement to be one of
the chief instruments for uniting workers
and peasants. Co-operatives were seen as
a way to raise the political consciousness of
working people too. For this propaganda
work was important because:

– The principles and methods of revolu-
tionary co-operation had to be ex-
plained
– The importance of worker co-opera-
tives actively providing support for the
militant working class had to be showed 
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– Workers were urged to fight to change
the entire national distribution of goods,
including consumer goods
– Co-operatives were charged with the
responsibility of building the co-opera-
tive movement on an international
scale. International commercial and fi-
nancial co-operation between different
worker associations and combined pro-
duction projects were imperative.

The Third International also established
a women’s secretariat. It. set up a monthly
international magazine for women in its
constituent political parties. Clara Zetkin
played a leading role in these develop -
ments. She wrote Theses for the Commu-
nist Women’s Movement in 1920.

Socialism was the logical answer of the
working class to imperialism. But imper -
ialism tried to divide the workers interna-
tionally. Infected by it, the labour aristoc-
racy grew racist and chauvinist, bribed
with privileges. The intention was to de-
tach it from the masses of workers in Eu-
rope and in the colonies.

Imperialist countries carried the co-oper-
ative idea to their colonies. They tried to set
up the same kind of co-operatives as found
at home. Ideas of class co-operation were
spread especially among the rural working
people. Organising them in co-operatives
would help foster production for export.
The aim was to develop the market econ-
omy in the interests of the imperialists.

But the peasant masses were suspicious
of co-operatives. On the other hand local
elites were attracted to them. The co-oper-
ative movement began to emerge in a
number of African and Asian colonies at
the beginning of the twentieth century.
From the start co-operatives came under
the influence of forces which either sup-
ported or opposed national liberation. The

colonial authorities kept the co-operatives
under constant and strict control. As a re-
sult, the co-operative movement devel-
oped slowly under colonialism.

Socialist ideas spread too. Communist
and worker parties highlighted that there
was a need to draw co-operatives into the
class struggle. But co-operatives had to
travel a long and winding road before they
were able to contribute effectively to the
struggle against colonialism and imperial-
ism.

Summary
In this article it was learned that:

– Values such as co-operation, solidar-
ity, equality and sharing were integral
to the concept of socialism
– Visions of ideal societies or utopias
came to the fore in a time of transition
in Europe
– The concept of modernity as modern
civilization in Europe was based on
beliefs in reason and progress
– There were differences between
utopian socialists and scientific social-
ists
– Co-operatives organised in a formal
way were based on a common bond of
self interest and clear co-operative
principles. A range of different kinds of
co-operatives developed, including
worker, consumer, financial and agri-
cultural co-operatives
– Associated labour, as distinct from
slave, serf or hired labour, was ex-
pressed in different forms such as fac-
tory communities, villages of co-opera-
tion, communes and collective farms
– There were debates about co-opera-
tives as transitional or hybrid eco-
nomic forms or as a middle way be-
tween capitalism and socialism
– For Marxists co-operatives were
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linked to political, class and revolu-
tionary struggles
– It was implied that under revo -
lutionary socialism there was a need
to develop new women and men, new
educational and cultural values and
new productive forces
– Marxist-Leninists regarded co-oper-
atives as a method to solidify the
worker-peasant alliance, and to raise
the political consciousness of the
working class
– Other theorists associated co-opera-
tives with evolutionary ways to
achieve socialism
– Imperialist countries spread the idea
of co-operatives in their colonies
– Co-operatives also formed part of
the plans of those fighting national lib-

eration struggles against imperialism
– The ‘women question’ was linked to
the history of the development of co-
operatives. ★

Judy Mulqueeny serves on the SACP KZN
Provincial Executive Committee and has
served on the SACP’s Central Committee.

Recommended Readings
1. Frederick Engels, 1875, Socialism:
Utopian and Scientific. Chapter One –
The Development of Utopian Socialism
2. Ian Tod and Michael Wheeler, 1978,
Utopia. Chapter One – The Earthly Para-
dise and the City of God; Chapter Six – The
Land is the People’s Farm; Chapter Seven –
Harmony: Utopia in the
New World.

AFRICAN COMMUNIST | May 2008

71



Head Office
3rd Floor Cosatu House, 
1 Leyds Street,Cnr Biccard, 
Braamfontein, Johannesburg 2000

Tel: (011) 339-3621/2
Website: www.sacp.org.za

Eastern Cape Province
178 Buffalo Road, 
King William’s Town 5601
Tel/Fax: (040) 635-0463

email: ecape@sacp.org.za
Secretary: Mandla 082 419 3336

Free State Province
1st Floor Moses Kotane Bldg, 
44 Fichardt Str, Bloemfontein 9300

Fax: (051) 448 5584
email: freestate@sacporg,za
Secretary: Phel 082 576 6331
Admin: Dorothy 084 693 9822

Gauteng Province
7th Floor North State Bldg, 
Cnr Kruis & Market Str, 
Johannesburg 2000 

Tel: (011) 333 9177
Fax: (011) 333 6394
email: gauteng@sacp.org.za
Secretary: Zico Tamela 083437 8654
Chair: NKolisile 082 939 4035
Admin: Phindi 083 345 7198

Kwazulu Natal Province
Room 602 General Bldg, 
47 Field Str Durban 4000

Tel: (031) 301 3806/304 1169
Fax: (031) 304 1169
email: kzn@sacp.org.za
Secretary: Themba 083 303 6988
Admin: Nokulunga 072 010 2602

Mpumalanga Province
NUM Offices, Smart Park Building, 
Eddie Street, Nelspruit

Tel: (013) 656 – 2045
Fax: (013) 690 1286/656 0291
email: mpumalanga@sacp.org.za
Secretary: Bonakele Majuba 
082 885 5940

Northern Cape Province
Sanlam Building, 1st Floor, 
Johnes Street, Kimberley 8300

Secretary: Norman Shushu 
082 376 8311
Organiser: Tsepho 073 094 6027
Tel: (053) 831 2512
Fax: (053) 832 9464/5855

Limpopo Province
1st Floor Mimosa Bldg, Room 22, 
58 Market Str, Polokwane

Tel: (015) 291 3672
Fax: (015) 295 7773/ 291 3232
email: limpopo@sacp.org.za

North West Province
2nd Floor Jacob Bldg, 
Cnr Kerk & Boom Str, Klerksdorp 2570

Tel: (018) 462 5675
Fax: (018) 462 4322
email: northwest@sacp.org.za
Secretary: M Sambatha 072 360 6861
Chair: W Sebolai 083 613 1904
Admin: Kelebogile 073 253 4452

Western Cape Province
No1 Church Str, Dumbarton House, 
Cape Town 8001

Tel: (021) 425 1950
Fax: (021) 425 1956/424 4667
email: wcape@sacp.org.za
Secretary: Khaya Magaxa - 083 274 3941
Org: X Ndongeni 072 290 2153

Where to contact the SACP


