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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 I am not going to speak in such tantalising and titillating terms about internal struggles in the South 

African Communist Party (SACP), the African National Congress (ANC) and COSATU as was 
promised by 1 of 2 email notices announcing today’s seminar. I hope my talk will provide some 
thoughts for discussion on critical strategy questions facing the left and working class forces in 
South Africa today: 13 years after the democratic breakthrough that marks the South African 
transition. Therefore, this talk will put forward five ideas: 
i) No further significant advances can be made by the working class in a capitalist South 

Africa without posing serious questions and challenges to the structural foundations of the 
system;  

ii) The SACP and its strategy are relevant and important to any working class struggle for 
immediate demands and long-term goals;  

iii) The SACP’s strategic approach, captured in the slogan “Socialism is the future … Build it 
now, with and for the workers and the poor”, is useful, legitimate and relevant but has 
failed to deliver to date;  

iv) The new social movements have played an important role in rebuilding but they face 
serious immediate and strategic challenges; and 

v) The current political moment is critical for the broad left to work together in thinking about 
how to build together. 

 
1.2 In broad outline, the South African transition from apartheid to democracy was constrained by the 

impact of the fall of the USSR, the rise of capitalist globalisation, the hegemony of established 
white capital and the concessions made to both capitalism and the apartheid regime in the 
negotiated settlement. 

 
1.3 Noting these constraints raises three critical questions: 

a) Where was the South Africa left throughout the process of the post-1990 restoration of 
profitability to a capitalist economy that was in crisis in the mid-1980s? 

b) What were the strategies of the South African left in response to the African National Congress-
led project of restoring capitalist profitability? 

c) What does the current period hold for a left strategy in South Africa? 
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1.4 The context in which I am asking these questions is one where:  
a) The restoration of profitability to SA capitalism has (entrenched & modernised South African 

capitalism) (and thereby) created structural barriers to the resolution of the national & gender 
questions beyond mere democratisation. National liberation cannot be completed under a 
deracialising capitalism. No further popular democratic advances can be made: the liberal 
democratic framework we have is the end journey unless we challenge and defeat capitalism. 
The R, in the NDR is hollowed of any meaning and hemmed in by a capitalist-oriented NDR. 
the National Democratic Revolution cannot make any further advances on a capitalist terrain. 
Unemployment, limited job creation, cost-recovery driven service delivery & a limited social 
wage reproduce conditions of racialised inequality, shape new intra-racial class inequalities, 
perpetuate oppressive gender relations & intensify a dire social crisis of reproduction. The 
single largest economic beneficiary in our transition has been the established (and 
overwhelmingly white) capitalist class, alongside with, and junior to it a tiny, emergent black 
section of the capitalist class, and significant sections of both the white and black middle 
classes. 

b) The restoration of profitability to SA capitalism has been driven by a class project which is not 
collective or democratic or mass-based; precisely, it is elitist even within the ANC – despite 
massive support for the ANC, the ANC’s working class base remains hostile to capitalism. 
However, there is a danger of political demobilisation of popular working class forces: the 
second biggest political party in South Africa is not the official opposition in parliament but the 
abstention party made up of largely working class ANC voters who choose not to vote to the 
right of the ANC. 

c)Struggles for an alternative: however, the situation is not all doom and gloom. The social and 
economic crises referred to above inevitably produced resistance. Neo-liberalism has 
challenged and fought by millions of workers and by scores of residents resisting 
retrenchments, placing poverty and job creation at the center of economic policy debates and 
struggles, reconnecting their water and electricity, marching for more land and housing, and so 
on. It is these struggles which have given birth to new post-apartheid social movements. 

d) In addition, despite several high-powered & spirited efforts, the 1996 class project has 
manifestly failed to dislodge the socialist & trade union left from the Tripartite ANC-SACP-
COSATU alliance and working class presence & impact within the ANC itself. Consequently, 
it is faced with an immediate challenge of sustaining its legacy beyond the presidency of the 
current incumbent. 

e)Consequently, the so-called 1996 class project has no strategic answers to these crises. This 
dominant faction in the ANC is now facing and failing to respond to these multi-fold crises. 
These crises have also produced the pro-Jacob Zuma movement which, in my view, fails to 
pose a way forward for the working class struggle against capitalism. 

 
1.5 Any critical engagement of the strategies of the South African left in the last two decades & 

strategies going forward cannot ignore the 87-year old South African Communist Party (SACP) 
which has: 
a) Continued to grow from a small party of 2,000 activists when it was unbanned in 1990 to a sise 

of 45,000 active communists in South Africa today; 
b) Withstood ideological attacks & attempts to isolate socialism as a legitimate current within the 

ANC & remains actively present in the ANC, the executive, parliament, trade unions & sections 
of the mass movement; 

c) Broken sharply with a Sovietised Marxism-Leninism & sought to develop an innovative, open 
& indigenous Marxism relevant to a post-apartheid & capitalist South Africa; and  
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d) Evolved & largely implemented an independent political programme with an independent, 
recognised & significant socialist voice in the South African body politic. 

 
1.5.1 This is to say boldly and without equivocation that the SACP remains an important and the most 
strategic weapon in the hands of the working class and that it is an important factor in debating any 
socialist strategy under our conditions. This view differs sharply with the tendency of many in the non-
SACP left to dismiss and wish the SACP away under various labels: it has sold out to the ANC, its 
members serve in a neo-liberal cabinet, its key leaders drive a neo-liberal programme, it is a barrier to 
class struggle, it is Stalinist, it believes in a useless two-stage theory and so on. 

 
2. THE LIMITS OF THE STRATEGY OF HEGEMONIC REVOLUTIONARY REFORMS 

 
2.1 The main socialist strategy in South Africa, captured in the SACP’s programmatic slogan 

“Socialism is the future, Build it now… with and for the workers and the poor”, has sought to 
advance hegemonic revolutionary reforms through an ANC-led state. Therefore call it, the “ANC 
path to socialism”. In outline, this strategy:  
a) Recognises the limits to change imposed by the rise of capitalist globalisation & the negotiated 

settlement; 
b) Recognises that the 1994 democratic breakthrough did not represent a rupture with the capitalist 

essence of the South African economy inherited from the apartheid period and the longer period 
starting with colonial dispossession; 

c) BUT believes that there are possibilities & many sites of struggle given that working class & 
other popular forces were not destroyed & that in particular the socialist paradigm, strategy, 
politics & organisation have continued to have significant presence & wide mass resonance 
inside the ANC itself, in the trade union movement, in social movements, in NGOs & the state 
itself;  

d)Socialism is not a destination around the corner however the capitalist system is manifest with 
structural crises; and 

e)Also recognises that to rebuild confidence and public support for socialism requires patience, 
organisation and struggle.  

 
2.2 In essence, in its logic this strategy of hegemonic revolutionary reforms seeks to build a momentum 

for, elements of & capacity for socialism right here in the present within the interstices of 
capitalism by mobilising & organising struggles to: 
a) Roll back the capitalist market – for example through pro-worker labour legislation, 

decommodification;   
b) Transform the market – for example through building a co-operative sector in the economy, 

building a democratic developmental state driving economic growth & development, building a 
strong parastatal & public sector; and 

c) Fight for a state-led development & accumulation path which includes the dialectic of work 
with & against capital (this is a complicated relationship of unity & struggle with capital – 
depending on the balance of forces cajoling, harnessing, directing & disciplining private capital 
under a state-led and pro-worker accumulation path cannot be easy for forces committed to the 
goal of socialism). 

 
2.3 In this conception of hegemonic revolutionary reforms to “build… socialism now”, the relationship 

between revolution & reform is thought of in terms of the notion of anti-systemic alternatives, i.e. 
those reforms not for their own sake but those reforms with the potential of leading onto structural 
transformation. The struggle for socialism is not seen as something with begins with the 
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assumption of state power by a victorious working class but with the intensification of class 
struggles on a capitalist terrain, winning elements of socialism and advancing revolutionary 
reforms, as part of building towards state and working class power. Ultimately, the very assumption 
of state power by the working class, whatever form it takes, is seen as a product of the cumulative 
impact of, and working class advances, in ongoing class struggles. 

 
2.4In the case of Venezuela, Lebowitz (2006) suggests a socialist strategy similar to that of the SACP 

and he poses four preconditions: (1) “Any discussion of structural change must begin from an 
understanding of the existing structure – in short, from an understanding of capitalism”; (2) “It is 
essential to attack the logic of capital ideologically”; (3) It is critical to recognise that “human 
capacity develops only through human activitiy” because the conception of socialism for the 21st 
century must rest on “the centrality of self-management… as the means of unleashing human 
potential” and (4) The idea of a “solidary economy cannot displace real capitalism”  but the 
“power to foster the new productive relations” is absolutely critical while “truncating the 
reproduction of capitalist productive relations”. 

 
2.5 But this “ANC path to socialism”, which has not delivered even in its own terms, is facing a crisis 

for four reasons:  
a) South Africa does not have a revolutionary state – the SACP itself has no leverage on state 

power, the state remains capitalist, the working class is not in control of the state, ANC being 
sharply contested by capital; 

b)  Instead, capital is actively acting on and through the post-apartheid democratic state; 
c) The continuity of South African capitalism constraints potential for revolutionary reforms – 

thus the simultaneous presence of government policy for the provision of free basic services 
side-by-side with cost-recovery policies & no cross-subsidisation from rich to poor; 

d) Objectively, the South African working class has been weakened & disorganised & is a 
working class without its class power & hegemony imprinted on society – for example, ongoing 
working class struggles have not been connected to an all-round offensive on capitalism & the 
socialist paradigm is not the pre-eminent political project in our country; and 

e)  The SACP has not succeeded to connect with and play a leading role in working class struggles 
in the state, the site of production and the site of reproduction. 

 
2.6 Further, Assessing the strategy in terms of Lebowitz’s four critical conditions it becomes clear that 

(1) There is insufficient understanding within the SACP and the left broadly of a deep 
understanding of contemporary capitalism; (2) The logic and ideology of capital has not been 
effectively and consistently challenged (3) The reconstruction and development of society has not 
really unleashed human potential sufficient to create a new person with human capacity for deeper 
structural change and (4) The idea of a “solidary economy” has not really been built at all. 
 

2.7  Thus the growing clamour and debate within the SACP and the trade union movement for 
the Communist Party to contest elections its own right or to lead the ANC-SACP-COSATU 
alliance instead of the ANC, or for a socialist-oriented national democratic revolution (a more 
radical version of the “ANC path to socialism”), and outside the SACP the various debates on a 
workers’ party, challenging the ANC and linking social movement struggles to the idea of 
socialism. 

 
3. SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

 
3.1  Outside of the socialist & trade union left within the ANC-SACP-COSATU alliance, we have also  
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seen the “galvanisation” of the poor who “have opposed water and electricity cut-offs and 
evictions (consequences of the privatisation of public services), and have begun making 
connections” (Desai, 2003). A variety of social movements arose in response to these 
consequences of state policy as well as the conditions of poverty and marginality. These social 
movements can be thought of as embryonic elements of the “counter-movement demanding 
protection”. The demands and actions of the social movements have been classified as ‘direct 
action’ focused on the state.  
 

3.2 The significance of these social movements is their potential to re-socialise the crisis of social 
reproduction which is privatised into private crisis, distress and conflict in households and 
communities (von Holdt and Webster, 2005). They do this by “building social solidarity around it, 
projecting it into the public arena, mobilising support and action, and influencing the state and 
public policy” (von Holdt and Webster, 2005). The best example of this potential is the case of the 
Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) mobilising for access to treatment for more than 5,5 million 
people living with HIV/AIDS in South Africa: it has given voice & social weight to a strata largely 
outside of the employed working class, has won some reforms but still limited & failed by a 
capitalist state, & has shown to ordinary people that both the working class can impose its interests 
on the state & can challenge the profit maximisation logic of capital. 

 
3.3However, many of these social movements are small, have structural weaknesses and in many cases 

have not been able to achieve tangible outcomes in the process of struggle. Therefore, South 
African social movements have not yet come to “constitute the most relevant post-1994 social 
force from the point of view of challenging the prevailing political economy” as some argue (Desai, 
2003).  So far, they have failed to impose working class hegemony in the ANC or alternatively to 
build a pole for an alternative hegemonic project. This is a critical weakness given the current 
failure to connect the socialist & trade union left within the ANC-SACP-COSATU alliance with 
the social movements. These weaknesses actually reflect an SACP crisis as discussed above: how 
to build a popular movement for transformation which can win immediate demands and 
simultaneously connect these struggles with an anti-capitalist critique? 

 
3.4Another critical constraint and challenge facing the new social movements is the fragile debate of 

wanting to prematurely pose social and economic struggles as socialist and thus thrust social 
movements onto the political stage in a manner which poses them as constituents of a future 
workers’ party. Whilst such a notion may have its merits, but it immediately defeats the very 
immediate task of winning popular demands and imposing the political economy of labour in broad 
daylight over that of capital. Inevitably, such struggles cannot leave the foundations of capitalism 
unchallenged. But how to do it requires more modesty, patience and resistance to easy temptations 
which could lead ordinary folk into strategic cul-de-sacs. 

 
4. POSSIBILITIES FOR A RENEWED LEFT STRATEGY 
 
4.1 Because of the crises facing the 1996 class project & the problems facing the “ANC path to 

socialism” and South African social movements, there is a need for greater openness to discuss, 
engage and dialogue over the nature of the post-apartheid state, the post-apartheid social and class 
formation, the nature of South African capitalism, the strategy & role of South African capital, and 
the socialist strategy & tactics required to challenge & change the status quo. I call for non-
sectarian spaces, greater collaboration & solidarity within various left organisations & popular 
movements. What South Africa needs now are initiatives to take and optimise such a political 
space. Our initiative to produce Amandla! As a popular left monthly magazine is about exactly 
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about this: to foster political analysis, debate, greater collaboration & the development of left 
perspectives & strategies amongst a wide range of activists & intellectuals, as well as social 
movements, the labour movement & left political organisations. There must be any other such 
initiatives: including a serious engagement by social movements and other left forces with the 
SACP. 

 
4.2 In terms of the “ANC path to socialism”, conditions exist for a major left advance within the ANC. 

Both the SACP and COSATU have moved leftwards & at the same time are working to win the 
soul of the ANC around the idea of a socialist-oriented National Democratic Revolution through 
accelerated implementation of the radical and emancipatory vision of the 1955 Freedom Charter. 
Despite the weaknesses of the “ANC path to socialism”, a strategy of working to capture the ANC 
remains valid and relevant as long as the ANC remains with conscious but critical support from a 
radical & organised working class. The first test for the renewed activism around the “ANC path to 
socialism” will be the policy & election outcomes of the 53rd ANC National Conference to be held 
in December this year. Beyond this conference, the “ANC path to socialism” will still be faced by 
its structural weaknesses as discussed already. And thus the relevance of the ongoing internal 
SACP debate on whether it should contest elections in its own right & the need to build the 
confidence & capacity of the working class to harness its social & workplace struggles into an anti-
capitalist offensive directed at the state & capital. 

 
4.3All this points to the need for a left strategy and a generalised working class offensive focusing on 

the four key sites of struggle by the working class: the state, the site of production, the site of 
reproduction & the ideological arena. The socialist left needs to recognise the limits of even 
revolutionary reforms & thus develop strategies to transcend mere reforms & capitalism itself. This 
is a huge task. The South African working class has the potential, the traditions and the self-interest 
to meet this challenge. 


