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D
espite its historicallyproblematic relationshipwith the Communist Party ofthe Soviet Union and the failure tolay Stalin’s ghost, it is difficult not toadmire the South AfricanCommunist Party (SACP). It was the first politicalmovement in South Africa officiallyto practise non-racialism. Itrestructured itself as anunderground movement inenormously difficult circumstancesafter being banned in 1950. Itinspired numerous brave anddedicated individuals who devoted

their lives to the anti-apartheidstruggle. It kept alive the notion ofworking class struggle in theliberation movement and it played akey role in the armed struggle andthe mobilisation of the internationalcampaign against apartheid. TheSACP can justifiably claim to haveplayed a major role in foundingSouth Africa’s democracy. Yet democracy has causedinternal divisions and crises, notablyin the party’s relationship with theAfrican National Congress (ANC).
SACP AND NDRThe national political tradition inSouth Africa goes back to the 1920swhen black trade unions firstemerged. The Communist Party ofSouth Africa was central toorganising black workers intounions. After its banning, itsconnection with black labour wasmainly organised through the SouthAfrican Congress of Trade Unions(Sactu), which began to engagewith nationalism as a way oftransforming its small factory base. This nationalism found expressionin the formation of the CongressAlliance, which formally linkedSactu and the SACP to the ANC. Theresult was the redefinition of theunions’ role as primarily political,rather than economic. It was arguedthat the alliance facilitated uniongrowth and enabled workers toinfluence the ‘national democratic’struggle. However, critics haveargued that ‘political unionism’,rather than advancing workerleadership of the struggle, led to theunions’ subordination to theliberation movement.

The NDR formula expressed theliberation movement’s commitmentto the overthrow of ‘internalcolonialism’ or, in other words, thedomination of the majority blackpopulation by a white settlerminority. This, it was said, was soextreme that it had stunted thegrowth of a black middle class andblack capitalism. Barring a handfulof homeland rulers or councillorswho collaborated in oppressingtheir own kind, the tiny blackmiddle class was thrust into analliance with the working andpopular classes under ANCleadership. Internal colonialism, or‘colonialism of a special type’,rather than class struggle, wasthought to be the correct strategicresponse in the national democraticstruggle. This implied a multi-classalliance under ANC leadershipwhich drew in the oppressed blackmasses and sympathetic whitesaiming to establish a ‘nationaldemocracy’. However, there werestrategic divisions over whetherSouth Africa had to pass through acapitalist national-democratic stageen route to socialism (a two-stagerevolution), or whether the strugglefor national liberation and socialismwere co-terminous. The culmination of the liberationstruggle saw ANC dominance withinthe Tripartite Alliance. In thecomplex national and internationalcircumstances after 1994, this led tothe dominance within the liberationmovement of an interpretation ofthe NDR that called for theextension of popular control overthe ‘commanding heights of the
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economy’. When this demand wasformulated by the Freedom Charterin 1956, nationalisation of thecommanding heights might havebeen possible. But by 1994 it wasnot. But it was an easy step for theleft to translate this demand into acall for ‘demographic representivity’or the ‘blackening’ of the corporatesector, which big capital was happyto concede.This led to the ANC’s adoption ofBlack Economic Empowerment(BEE) as a strategy for the rapidexpansion of a black middle classand the creation of black capitalism.ANC formulations of the NDRtheory do warn that, because of itsdependence on the state and needto collaborate with white capital,black capitalists are likely tobecome a ‘parasitic bureaucraticbourgeoisie’. To counter this, thetheory insists that the blackbourgeoisie must be kept under thediscipline of ‘patriotism’ bysubordinating itself to ANCleadership. The ANC’s dilution of the NDRinto a demand for ‘representivity’has, however, allowed for theupward mobility and enrichment ofblacks in the corporate sector to bepresented as advancing the NDR.Cosatu and the SACP have clung tomore radical interpretations of theNDR, insisting on it as a stage enroute to socialism. In contrast, theANC leadership under Thabo Mbekihas increasingly insisted that theANC has never been socialist, andthat the blackening of capitalismthrough BEE is the revolution’s end-point. 

In theory, the ANC may concedethat the SACP’s role is to lead theworking class. But its practice in theAlliance has been to demand theleft’s subordination to thenationalist project. Initially, theweight of the worker organisationsin the Alliance led to importantgains for workers within acorporatist framework. But this hasbeen eroded, leaving organisedlabour increasingly politicallymarginalised. In response, the SACP and Cosatuargue that the ANC is too importantto leave to the bourgeoisie andshould be ‘recaptured’ from within.Democratic struggle in the Allianceshould translate into working classleadership of the ANC, with thepromotion of black capitalism as ameans to attaining socialism. Yet thenotion of the ‘patriotic bourgeoisie’has always sat uneasily with theSACP’s Marxist interpretations ofhistory. A further contradiction isthat history suggests that, inpractice, the SACP is alsouncomfortable with worker orparticipatory democracy.
SACP AND WORKER DEMOCRACYAfter the apartheid state banned theANC and defeated politicalunionism, Sactu followed the SACPinto exile. However, black unionismexperienced a revival from the early1970s. Mindful of Sactu’s fate, themost effective emerging unionsavoided political action outside ofthe workplace, and took a cautiousline on involvement in broaderpolitical struggles. These unions,particularly affiliates of the

Federation of South African TradeUnions (Fosatu) (formed in 1979),emphasised the building ofdemocratic shop-floor structures onthe principle of worker control,accountability and the mandating ofworker representatives. They sawthis as the basis for developing aworking-class leadership in thefactories. Some even supported thecreation of a mass-based workingclass party as an alternative to theSACP, which they saw as Stalinist.The self-organisation of blackworkers threatened the leadershipclaims of Sactu and the SACP. Invirulent attacks on the shop-floortradition, they argued that itsattempts to organise unions under a‘fascist’ regime would lead toreformism, and maybe collaborationwith the apartheid regime. Fosatu, claimed Sactu’s historiansin 1981, had joined a list of unionswhich had historically failed torepresent the interests of the blackworking class. “Our accumulatedexperience,” argued the AfricanCommunist, “tells us that the tradeunions alone, the workers’ strugglealone, will not in itself pass beyondthe limits of economic struggleagainst the employers. To passbeyond that limit, there is need for aclear socialist theory, whichunderstands the nature and thecourse of development of capitalistsociety, and which can thus pointthe way in which socialism can bereached.”The SACP threw its ideologicalweight behind the so-called‘community’ unions which followedthe Sactu tradition. However, themajor victories of the shop-floorunions, the ANC’s growing regardfor Fosatu, and Fosatu’ central rolein the struggle for labour unity, ledSactu and the SACP to greateracceptance. This culminated in the‘strategic compromise’ of 1985when, with Cosatu’s formation, the

Delegates at the SACP Congress in July this year

S
A

C
P



Vol 31 Number 5  December /January 2008 41

O
N

 P
O

L
IT

IC
S

 A
N

D
 E

C
O

N
O

M
IC

S

shop-floor and political uniontraditions joined forces. The sometimes bitter divisionsbetween ‘workerists’ and‘Charterists’ was buried, largely inresponse to the regime’s attacks onthe townships. The SACP’s centralrole in developing black unionism,broken by the shop-floor tradition,was now restored. But thisremained a tenuous re-connectionuntil the 1990s when the links ofthe mid-1980s were consolidatedand the union movement was oncemore subordinated to the politicalleadership of the ANC. By this timethe SACP had to respond to thedilemmas posed by nationaldemocracy, which had assumed aliberal-democratic form.
SACP: NATIONAL AND LIBERAL
DEMOCRACY In 1994, the ANC’s hegemony in theTripartite Alliance was confirmed bythe decision that SACP memberswould stand for election as ANCcandidates, and that, to serveworker interests, Cosatu woulddeploy leaders to parliament underthe ANC banner. Successive Cosatu worker surveysshowed workers’ overwhelmingloyalty to the ANC and minimalsupport for the notion that theSACP should run its owncandidates. Yet the surveys alsoindicated weakening worker

support for the ANC, and a quietgroundswell in favour of anindependent working class party ofthe left – though this remains aminority position. At the same time, SACP activistsclaim that the response to its grass-roots campaigns indicateconsiderable support for it amongthe unemployed. This could be readas people supporting the party’srenewed claim to leadership of amore autonomous working classand its pursuit of a radical NDR.This finds current expression in thestrategy of capturing the ANC fromwithin, and the debate about theSACP going it alone electorally. But the SACP is entangled in theambiguities of the NDR, and doesnot know how to escape them.Nearly every SACP member is amember of the ANC. Historically,dual membership posed no seriousproblems. The left needed a broadcoalition for political liberation. TheANC would create a democraticSouth Africa, during which phasethe SACP would serve as a vanguardleading the country to socialism.However, after 1994, the SACPabandoned the two-stage theory infavour of the idea that the strugglefor socialism should take placesimultaneously with the pursuit ofthe NDR. The SACP has three possibleresponses to the current electoral

and democratic framework. First, through dual membership, itcan seek to influence the ANC fromwithin. This strategy was adopted in1994 by the SACP and remains thedominant position favoured by theleadership. However, in practice, it meansthat the SACP has been subordinateto the ANC. It does not act as anorganised caucus in the rulingparty. Also, many senior SACPmembers have gone intogovernment office where they tendto act as ANC members and furtherANC policies, even when suchpolicies conflict with policies of theSACP. The most notorious exampleof this was the support of SACPmembers for the Gear (Growth,Employment, Redistribution)strategy. The ANC tends to givegovernment jobs to communistswho it believes will implement itspolicies, and they tend to becomethe government’s most enthusiasticsupporters. In parliament, some tryto influence ANC policies inaccordance with SACP goals. Otherparty leaders however hope thatafter another election, theythemselves will become ANC office-holders. The resulting tensions can beacute. SACP members who criticisethe ANC’s policies or broaddirection have been accused ofbeing counter-revolutionary andslapped back into line. The mostdramatic instance was thedenunciation of senior communistJeremy Cronin by ANC DumisaniMakhaye in 2001, after Croninsuggested that the ANC wasbecoming ‘Zanufied’. The second possible strategy isfor the SACP to put up its own listof candidates at a general electionseparately from the ANC, but towork in coalition with it. The SACPcould then act more autonomously

“The ANC tends to give government jobs to communists who it believes will

implement its policies…“
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in the Alliance, and provide a moreindependent voice. The assumption,despite most evidence to thecontrary, is that the SACP wouldgain a credible parliamentarypresence. But this would not solvethe problem of dual loyalties. SACPmembers appointed to office wouldstill be bound by collectiveresponsibility, remaining primarilyaccountable to the ruling party. Andunless the ANC lost itsoverwhelming parliamentarymajority and become dependent onSACP support, which is unlikely, theSACP would become little morethan lobby-fodder. The third option, of completeindependence, is strongly associatedwith elements in the Gautengregion. Yet a motion at the 2004Gauteng congress favouring SACPindependence as a way ofentrenching ‘revolutionaryparliamentarism’ and promotingworking-class rights was defeated.The counter arguments are that theSACP would be reduced to a rumpand right wing elements inparliament such as the DemocraticAlliance and in the ANC, would bestrengthened. The notion of taking control ofthe ANC from within has translatedinto the dubious strategy ofbacking Jacob Zuma’s bid for ANCand state presidency. Zuma, whostrongly supported Gear when inoffice, is an unlikely leader of theleft, whatever his personalpopularity. He represents highlypatriarchal, even militaristic valuesand appears to have cultivatedsupport by manipulating Zuluethnicity. He enjoys the backing ofhighly opportunistic elements inthe ANC. 
SACP, THE LEFT AND THE FUTUREParliamentary and extra-parliamentary organisations capableof critiquing the government’s

market-driven policies andmobilising popular support arevitally important. But there is littleevidence that the SACP can fulfilthis role. It has formulated somevaluable alternative positions onpaper, undertaken some importantcampaigns, and has sharplycriticised certain governmentpolicies, for example on HIV/AIDS.In some cases, it has played aprogressive role in provincial andlocal government. Ultimately,however, it appears so constrainedby its subordinate position in theAlliance, divided loyalties, anddiscomfort with internalindependence of thought that evensome SACP loyalists fear it hasreached a cul-de-sac.Should it break away from theAlliance or join Cosatu and form anindependent socialist party, whilestill forging partnerships withsocial movements?This standard suggestion requiresextensive debate. There are no easyanswers, and it does not help to beprescriptive, even about the SACP’srelationship with the ANC. Mostimportantly, the SACP shouldbecome more accepting of internal

debate, undercutting critics whoaccuse it of Stalinism. It should askitself tough questions. Whatplatform and causes should orcould a party of the leftcongregate? Which popularconstituencies should it represent?How does it move beyond protestto the effective politicalmobilisation of ordinary people?How inclusive should it be? Howwould such a project achievesustainable unity? A potential obstacle is the SACP’sinsistence on the right to lead butthis is something that must beearned. The starting point must be awillingness to confront morehonestly the ambiguities of thenational-democratic tradition andwhat it means by ‘socialism’ in acapitalist-dominated world. It mustrecognise that whatever choices itmakes will cause divisions in itsranks, and that it may have todissolve itself within a widerpolitical formation.
Roger Southall is honoraryresearch professor at the Sociologyof Work Programme (Swop) at theUniversity of the Witwatersrand.
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