debate

Debating the Alliance

a concluding response

recent trend in debates on the

future of the Tripartite Alhance 1s to

dismasss as*an ultm-lefst fantasy”
calls for COSATU to quit the Alliance and
forge an independent mass workers' party
At various times, the Afncan National
Congress (ANC), the South African
Communist Party (SACP) and COSATU
have resorted to such evasne Iahelling,
which does not engape with the
arguments Roger Southall, m his arocle
‘Debhating the alliancer a response 1o
Hanvey' (5.4 Labour Buldletin 25 (4),
October 2001) also resorts to such
labelling

Labels

Some have gone further, applying the
terms ‘counter-rey olutionaries' and
‘enemies of the »orking class' to descnbe
such ‘ultra-lefusts’. Does this language -
w hich conveniently misrepresents and
prosttutes the onginal Marast meanings -
not ring 2 bell? Is it not how Stalin and
Stalmnist parties reacted to Marxist
opposinon in the former Soviet Union,
Eastern Europe and elsewhere? Is 1t not an
example of using Marxist language to fight
* Marmism? This approach lumps real ultra-

leftists with those who are not, and
destroys the potental for productise
discourse and ey en tactical collaborauon
on issues of strugpele.

It is more worrying when a professor of
political science, who one assumes has

Concluding the debate on the
Tripartite Alliance, Ebrabin
Harvey argues that onfy
conservatives wart to lock the
Jfederation into a partnersbip
with a ruling party that bas
attacked and underimined the

workers' moovemernt,

studied Stalingssm and as familiar woath tm
South Africa, joins the Stalimist chorus In
Tes inutial article and his response to my
crinque, he emerges as an apologst for the
ANC-COSATU allrance

Nowhere have I elatmed to base ny
arbicle on a "Marxist class analysis' Readers
and the debates themselves will decide
the ments of the debate Even more
importantly, it will be decided by w hat
happens in the Alliance over the next fow
years

A conservative approach

A close examinatian of Southall’s
arguments shows that he has an inherenth
conservative approach This underhies his
charactensation of 2 workers’ party as
‘ultra-leftist’, and my call for such a parny,
and the fight for sociabism, as ‘a2 confused
and mechanical display of ultra-leftism’. In.
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accordance with the two-stage theory of
revolution, does he believe we are sull in
the stage of the ‘national demaocratic
revolution’ and not yet in the *socialist’
stage? Even the SACP has recently
sugeested that the struggle for socialism
cannot be pestponed to an indefinite
future and that it has begun and is
ongoing History has already passed its
damning verdict on this monbund Stalinist
theory of class betrayal.

A very revealing example of Southall’s
basically conservative approach is his
statement:'Conservatives are less
committed to [the option of COSATU
leaving the Alliance and laying the
foundation for a workers® party], of only
because it might displace the Democratic
Alliance as the ANC’s major challenger’ So
whatif it does and why not? The 1dea of
such a party is eventually to supplant the
ruling ANC.

The consequences of leaving

Southall appears as fearful as the ANC of
COSATU leaving the Alliance. He scems
mote concerned with the threat this
would pose to ANC rule than with
COSATU's future without the ANC. The
ANC and SACP make it appear that
COSATU must be kept in the Alliance so
that the federmtion does not disappear into
the political wilderness COSATU may
have come to believe this

It the working class cannot
indefinitely put off making necessary
decsions because it fears the
consequences. It has to face the difficultics
a5 hest it can when conditions and events
demand a new and different course of
action. Do workers defyr decisions
impaosed on theo: by the march of events
because things will be hard if they dao?
Southatl wants to lock COSATU into the
Alliance, in a conservative survivalist
mode, because he believes it would he

worse off if it left. COSATU has had a
tough and worsening time in the Alliance
for several years, often at the receiving end
of blows delivered by its partner. ANC
pressures have compromised COSATU and
the broad working ¢lass on many issucs,
and held it back from a resolute struggle
on wages, retrenchments and privatisation,
the recent labour law amendments and its
domination by the ANC.

Because it believes it will be thrown
into the wilderness if it leaves the Alliance,
COSATU has tended in recent years to
settle for less than it deserves. The
repeated attacks that threaten 1o roll back
union gains have bred a culture of
defensive resistance that often leaves the
federation with its back to the wall,
Compromises and concessions have
continued to erode the political power it
once wielded.

Nobady in the Allinnce has explained
why COSATU should remain in and build
the Alllance while it is repeatedty attacked
and undermined by the ANC.A perverse
sense of loyalwy, or paralysing fear of the
conscequences of leaving the Alliance,
dominates COSATU's thinking,

The ANC

In challenging my critique of his definition
of a deminant party and conceding the
prescriptive power of the International
Mon¢tary Fund M), Southall says, Yet
that is preaisely why we need o
understand the dynamics of electorlism
and the party system

Why does the ANC win repeated
cleetions? It is precisely to unrvel the
powerful imperialist relations that
underiic our constitutional democricy that
we need to go far beyond electormbism and
the party system, We need to closely look
at the role of the IMLWorld Dank and
World Trade Organisatlon (WTO) within
our democracy.
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ISVA =
TUHE...
NOW

The struggle for socialism cannot be postponed to an indefinite future

Southall adds that “we have 1o interpeet
reality as we sew it not as we nould ket to
be’ Whose reality? Realiny s never seen
the same way by all, especiallhy not in polites
ftis only 1n cortun resprects that the ANC
enjoy s overw helmang dommance Southalt
must explun w hy,whide winning clections,
tt hhas lost abaout hatf a mullion members

A dual dy pamic s unfolding massne
electoral victories, while the ANC as a
party 1510 stark decline on many fronts
This decline, due 10 growing
disillusionment o ats ranks, opens up
possibilities for a mass altematin e to the
ANC Scuthall only sees realities that suit
his political tastes

The masses will continue to vote for
tht ANC unul another magnetic pole
draws thewr attention The mass workors'
party 1s such an option, and we must
conscigusly stnive to build it Last vear's
local gov ernment elecnions should have
opened Sauthall «» eyes to small but
sigmficant surmngs of discentent among

teaditional supporters of the ANC The ANC
suffered several sethacks i areas they
expreted te win comiortably

A labour aristocracy

How can southall conclude that my
rejection of the idea of a bluck labour
anstocnicy 1s based on the assumption
that the working class 1 fundamentally
united/ There 1s no connection bem een
contesnng the nouon of a black lahour
ansinceracy and the unity of the norhang
class Itis a gnen that the Seuth African
worhong class has suffered - and sl
suffers - numercus divisions winch go
beyond the black-wihnte dnide Besides,
how familar is Southall wth the Ines of
the employ ed black working class in the
townshins and squatter camps® There he
will find no labour aristocracy

Decreasing space

Southall and others s ho resist the idea of
a mass worhers' pamy refuse o recognise
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the fact that space in the Alliance 10
contest its political direction and
progrumme in an open way has been
severely curtailed over the past fow years,
The ANC’s centralisation of power in the
state apparatus has been accompanied by
a bureaucratic centralisation of power in
both the ANC and the Alliance. The
dismissal of Tcevor Ngwane - a former
ANC councillor - from the ANC for
strongly criticising privatisation, and the
dismissal of Dale McKinley from the SACP
for openly enittaising ANC policies, are the
clearest examples.

If in exale the ANC could
unconstituttonally suspend and later
dismiss several leading members - who
Iater constituted the Marxist Workers
Tendency of the ANC - without a fair
hearing, will it not act more ruthlessly
against internal opponents now that it has
power? The ANC in government will toy to
erushi any individual or organisation -
inside or outside the Allnce - thac
threatens its power. Already ‘democratic
centralism' has become a ool for
suppressing and expelling dissenters.
Likewise, Southall and others fail to realise
that we have long passed the point where
there was a genuine 'battle for the soul of
the ANC'.

Waorld experience has clearly shown the
immense difficultics - if not futility - of
transforming bourgenis reformst or social
democratie ruling parties for revalutionary
ends. This was clearly demonstrated by the
experiences of the Militant Tendency in
the Dritish Labour Pariy, and 1t was this
fuestion that finally split the 1endency in
the 19904, In this em of ploballsation -
which has accumulated and can unleish
unprecedented powers of state repression
= the prospects of tmnsforming ruling
partles for revolutionary eads are much
reduced The repression of anti-
globallsation pratesters s an indlcation of

worse to come.These broader questions
have not been raised in the debates about
the viability of building a left opposition in
the ruling alliance, but are very important.
The South African state has effectively
become an established - although junior -
partner in imperialisc globalisation.

The state of the poor

When he questions whether the material
conditions of the poor ace worse now
than before 1994, Southall betrays his lack
of knowiedge of conditions in townships
and informal scttlements. He fails to
recognise that government economic
policies have undermined the bencfits of
improved government spending priorities.
In value terms, twice as much has been
taken away from the poor as they have
received in the budget.

He should listen to what almost cvery
union and Cwvic organisation has (o say
about growing unemployment and
poverty.Again, he aces as an apologist for
the nuling pacty aad its alliance,

Southall says that a COSATU survey at
the last election indicated "high levels of
satisfaction with the delivery of sater,
housing, education and other services”, Bt
by 1999, COSATU had frequently stated
that government's economic policies led
to increased unemployment and poverty,
and adversely aflected service delivery and
the fulfilment of the ANC's 1991 election
pronises. That is why, in the 1999 general
clection, the ANC promised accelerated
provision of basic sepvices. Besides, the
government’s privadisation policies really
kicked in after the 1999 elections. The
cffects have been huge dissatisfaction with
the quantity and quality of basic services,
unalfordabte tanff increases, job lasses and
the threat of water and clectricity cut-offs
under pallice puard

Southall tries to parteay me as an ultra-
leftist who, on socialist principle, rejects a
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Trevor Ngwane (standing) was disnnissed from the ANC for criticising privatisation

creatve approach to the vaned forms of
privausanon In fact, the struggle apainst
provansation in the amnns s difficult and
requires creativity, which has no truck
veith dogmatism, but is socialist 1n
perspective [e wall haive serious
consequences for the entire working class,
and society, 1f the unions are defeated on
this issue and, in particular, fail to reverse
the povausation of basic senvices

Southall claims corporatism can help
stabilise our fragle democracy But why
should the working class stabilise a
democracy that has brought greater
unemployment and poscrty? I this
democracy cannot satisfy the basic needs
of the great majonty of our people, they
must transform it, or get nd of 1t and budd
a system that can

The black capitalist class

Sourthall arpues that understanding the
potental of the emergent blach capitalist
ciass will be one of the most urgent 1ashs of

caming decades He asksaof it can become 'an
cifecine patnotic class by mmesung
productnely in the country, mther than
slupping 1ts money ahroad and becoming a
caomprador bourgeosie’ The black capitalist
class fias lameeh aped ats white masters i its
tremument of black lahour Fer all intents and
purposes, this class 1s a comprador
bourgeosie without bemg an agent of
foreign capnaal Big as some black
entreprenceurs may think they are, they are
i real terms eating crumbs from the table of
south Afnica’s white monopoly capial
Perhaps we should call 1t a comprador
bourgeoime of a speaal nd It is because
they are powerless against white monapoly
capital and globalisation that black capitalists
despemtely want the povernment to pass
legislation to act as a buffer and help them
grow

An alternative

[ do not assume that the majonty of the
working cliss would follow COSATU if a
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COSATLU has settled for fess than it deserves,

new workers” party was formed, or that the
ANC would lose its electorl majonty to it
But we should strive to achieve this aim If
not, the whole purpose of the party as an
crlternative to the ANC wonld be defeated.
Such s the popular distllnsionment with the
ANC that it could be defeated by such a
party - not in the 200§ election, but
certunly in the poll that follows,

Southall cchoes Eddie Webhster's claim
that COSATU retains substantial autonomy
from the ANC. Thar i~ wrong. The fact is
that in real tecims, COSATU's autonomy has
been steadily croded since Gear was
adopted in 1996. COSATU had no say
the adoption of Gear [How can the
fedemtian still luve substantial autonomy
whun in the most cnitical area of
cconomic policy-making - which dircetly
affects its members and the whole
waorking class - it Is sidelined? Economic
policy is the heart of social transformaton.
Where is the lederttion's autonomy in
these matters?

Master of its own destiny
Southall distarts my views when he
quotes me as saying COSATU can
become master of its own destiny
by ‘going it alone’. My article makes
it very clear that it is solely in the
context of leaving the Alliance that
COSATU will become the master of
its own destiny. Since its
independence in the Alliance is a
charade, it is only by leaving it and

. belping to form a workers' party
that 1t can exercise meaningful
independence, iz its ot interests
and that of the broader working
class.

Southall argues that the ider of 2
worker’s party that conld defeat the
ANC in an election, or the
revolutionary overdrosw of the ANC,
is a fantasy. He ignoces what has
happened in Zimbabwe - though the

mass opposition there has policies and
leaders likely 10 compromise workers'
interests ~ and other historical precedents,
Traditional stronghelds of the ANC have
conveyed to its lcadership the serious and
sustained criticisms made by COSATU and
ordiniry people around the country The
Eastern Cape region of the South African
Natonal Civies Organisation (SANCO)
fought last year's local govermment clections
against the ANC. These are only the initial
stimngs of discontent, and clearly indicate
the potential of o socialist workers' parey.
COSATU's rejection of the ANC's decision to
form 2 codlition povermment with the NNP
‘with the contemipe it deserves' is only the
latest manifestation of increningly
icreconcdable dilferences between them
Would Southall stll insist tlat COSATL
renutin in the Alliance? %

Forabihm Hareey is a political wrviter cancd
commentator and o formmer COSATL
tenfoandst
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