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[threecolumns]On 8 November, 33 out of 57 office bearers of
the South African trade union federation COSATU (Congress of
South African Trade Unions) voted to expel the National Union
of Metalworkers of South Africa (NUMSA) from their federation.

NUMSA is the biggest, among the most militant, and certainly
the most socialist-minded of the South African trade unions.
It was a founder union of COSATU.

The  decision  to  expel  was  taken  by  a  bare  58%  of  the
federation office bearers, because those who had determined to
get rid of NUMSA could not be sure that they would win the
expulsion vote at a national Congress of all COSATU members.

NUMSA’s expulsion was the latest act in a long saga of a
developing  and  increasingly  stark  division  in  the  South
African trade union leaderships, which has now resulted in
this very visible split.

The breaking point was 12 August 2012, when the South African
police force shot down 34 striking miners at Marikana. Their
crime was to refuse to sell their labour for less than a
living wage.

At that point the metalworkers’ union declared that South
African politics could not carry on in the same way. They
said, when a government collaborates with super-exploitative
foreign-owned mining companies to keep wages at poverty levels
by shooting down striking workers, that government can no
longer be deemed a democratic government.
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The split in the South African trade union movement is a
fundamental split – between the class collaborationist pro-
African National Congress union leaders, and the union leaders
(and members) who know that class collaborationist politics
have achieved almost nothing since 1994 for the working class
and the impoverished masses.

NUMSA and its predecessor union, the Metal and Allied Workers
Union (MAWU) has fought since it was formed against class
collaboration politics, and for the working class to take the
leadership of the South African revolution.

This split between the South African trade union leaders is
also  the  material  manifestation  of  an  old  argument  –  the
opposition  between  the  Stalinist  theory  of  the  two  stage
revolution,  and  the  Marxist  understanding  of  permanent
revolution.

The two stage theory says that in colonial and semi-colonial
countries exploited by foreign capital in increasingly brutal
ways, the path to socialist revolution and common ownership of
the  means  of  production  must  obey  certain  rules  of
development,  and  pass  through  two  stages.

First must come a bourgeois democratic revolution. The class
that must lead and take power is the national bourgeoisie,
which will introduce democratic reforms – the right to self-
rule, democratic elections, and equal rights for all sections
of society (before the law, in education, in employment) and
so on. This notion is modeled on the formal premise that every
colonial and semi-colonial country in the world must pass
through the same stages as the developed countries did in the

17th (England) 18th (France, America) and 19th (Italy, Germany)
centuries.

According to the two stages theory, many, many years later,
the democratic rights introduced by this first stage will
gradually result in a socialist transformation of the economy



and society. The huge hole in the theory is that it cannot
explain  how  the  exercise  of  these  democratic  rights  will
gradually and peacefully persuade a brutal exploiting class to
hand over the means of production. It is in reality a cover
for the permanent handing over of power to that class. The
“second” stage is a sop to the workers and oppressed masses of
those  countries  –  to  persuade  them  to  support  their  own
bourgeoisie into government.

This ideology, proselytised by the South African Communist
Party (SACP) into the ranks of the African National Congress
(ANC),  and  the  trade  union  movement,  resulted  in  an
understanding of the 1994 elections in South Africa as the
“National Democratic Revolution” rightfully led by the ANC,
and the first stage in the journey towards socialism.

The  democratic  elections  were  brought  about  through  a
“negotiated  settlement”  with  the  bankers,  mine-owners  and
land-owners made by the ANC leadership with the ideological
backing  of  the  SACP.  That  settlement  was  made  between  a
national bourgeoisie and its international counterpart.

The deal was that democratic elections would be allowed in
exchange for the right of the international bourgeoisie to
maintain  its  super-exploitation  of  black  workers,  and
appropriation of South Africa’s wealth at the expense of the
masses of South Africa.

The deal was made only because the foreign exploiters of the
country feared they faced the seizure of all their property,
the mines, the banks, the land and the major industries by a
mass resistance led by the working class.

In the early 90s, the huge self-sacrificing struggle of the
oppressed  masses  of  South  Africa  (led  by  a  powerful  and
socialist-minded trade union movement) had reached the point
where  it  constituted  a  challenge  to  the  control  foreign
capital had over the South African economy. But those trades



unionists and impoverished masses were exactly the people who
were to be excluded from the deal. Those who were to benefit
were the foreign exploiters and those black South Africans
with close ties to the ANC.

The Marxist theory of Permanent Revolution maintains that in
the colonial and semi-colonial countries the class which must
lead any democratic revolution is the working class, and that
it must lead an alliance with the poor peasants in a struggle
to realise democratic demands. In order to thoroughly achieve
those democratic demands (making them available to the working
class and poor peasantry) it must carry over the democratic
revolution to socialism. This means starting the overthrow of
property  relations  through  the  nationalisation  of  the
commanding heights of the economy under workers’ control – at
the  same  time  as  achieving  these  democratic  demands.  The
theory of Permanent Revolution is also clear that socialism
cannot be sustained in a single country, and can only survive
if it is carried out on an international scale. This is a key
aspect for a working class party in South Africa, which must
reach  out  beyond  its  borders  as  it  seeks  to  establish  a
socialist society.

Crucial for the development of Permanent Revolution is that
the  working  class  must  be  in  the  leadership  of  both  the
struggle  for  democracy,  and  for  socialism,  and  the  dual
processes  cannot  be  separated.  The  class  must  have  an
understanding that it is not challenging one manifestation of
capital (like apartheid) but challenging capitalism itself –
and  this  means  that  the  working  class  must  have  its  own
socialist party to fight for the development of that class
consciousness.  NUMSA  (while  remaining  a  trade  union)  is
currently carrying forward the patient and solid investigation
necessary for the building of that party.

NUMSA’s document on the Freedom Charter’s demands (pages 3 & 4
of the Workers’ International journal October 2014) shows how
the  democratic  demands  of  the  South  African  National



Democratic revolution can’t be fully realised for the masses
in the context of the continuing poverty, unemployment and
inequality resulting from the maintenance of the capitalist
economic system.

An example not used in that article is that of South African
women. Despite having their equal rights enshrined in the
South African constitution, South African women cannot equally
participate  in  society  because  of  the  horrifying  rate  of
gender-based violence in South Africa. This flows from the
existence of a lumpen layer abandoned with no stake in society
through mass unemployment. The lower a South African woman’s
income,  the  more  she  will  suffer  from  sexual  harassment,
violence and rape.

The  most  powerful  demonstration  of  all  is  the  fact  that
striking mineworkers could not exercise their democratic right
(enshrined in the South African constitution) to go on strike
for  a  living  wage  because  they  were  shot  down  by  the
“democratic”  state.

We  should  remember  that  the  difference  between  permanent
revolution and the two stage theory – and which class should
be in the leadership – had already been fought out in the
1980s through the development of the Workers Charter in the
Metal  and  Allied  Workers  Union  (MAWU),  the  forerunner  of
NUMSA.  This  precious  clarification  was  suppressed  in  the
formation of COSATU when the National Union of Mineworkers
under  Cyril  Ramaphosa  used  its  weight  in  the  movement  to
sideline the discussion.

That disagreement – over whether the trade unions should have
the Workers Charter or the Freedom Charter as their programme
– was the fundamental disagreement over which class should
lead the South African revolution.

Our Workers International comrade, Bongani Mkungho, fought for
those conceptions his whole life long, but that period of



South African working class history has now been airbrushed
out. It appears only in hostile formulations on the National
Union of Mineworkers’ website to what they call “workerists”.

It is almost impossible to find the Workers Charter on the
internet – one of the few places is on our website here:
http://workersinternational.info//?s=workers+charter.

NUMSA General Secretary Irwin Jim’s generation arrived after
that fight had taken place – and has had to rediscover the
class nature of the ANC government at the cost of 34 striking
miners’ lives. These leaders still speak as if the two stages
of the democratic and socialist transformations can be looked
at as two separate processes and are putting the ANC’s Freedom
Charter forward as their programme. NUMSA (and the six other
unions  allied  to  them)  are  demanding  to  implement  the
socialist second stage immediately – locked in struggle with
those who (under the guise of saying that 20 years is not long
enough to change things) are determined that the second stage
will never appear. In order to make sure of that, they must
ensure  above  all  that  the  working  class  does  not  take
leadership  and  take  power.

The pro-ANC office bearers of COSATU undemocratically threw
NUMSA out of their federation because they want to expel a
force which fights ceaselessly for the rights of South African
workers, and which is clarifying for millions of workers what
the split in their movement really means.

They and particularly the South African Communist party (of
which  many  if  not  all  of  them  will  be  members)  are  the
“splitters” of the movement – and they have split the movement
in order to benefit the exploiting class.

Thus, when Gwede Mantashe, Secretary of the African National
Congress (and ex-NUM General Secretary, like Cyril Ramaphosa)
says that he is saddened by the split in the unions and talks
about unity – but then asks NUMSA to look at their actions –
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he speaks with a forked tongue.

COSATU must organise the Special National Congress that NUMSA
and other COSATU unions have demanded for the past year – so
NUMSA  can  put  its  case  to  the  COSATU  membership  against
expulsion, and for advancing the policies on nationalisation
agreed at its 2012 conference.

The international working class must take sides in this split
–  between  class  collaborationist  “sweetheart”  trade  union
leaderships  and  those  that  clearly  and  unequivocally  are
fighting  for  the  interests  and  the  independent  socialist
programme of the working class.

We are not a group of outside observers but have participated
actively in our trade unions and political groups over decades
to support the long struggle against apartheid – only to find
the government our efforts helped put in power shooting down
striking workers.

Just as we took sides against the apartheid regime, we need to
take  sides  in  NUMSA’s  struggle  –  so  the  whole  of  the
international trade union movement can be clarified. Socialism
will  never  be  achieved  through  collaboration  with  the
exploiting class, and waiting for the day that never comes
when they hand over power.

In Britain we are not yet at the stage of the most politically
advanced trade unions in South Africa.

We  are  still  working  our  way  through  the  class
collaborationist  outlook  instilled  by  social  democracy  and
Stalinism  over  many  decades,  which  manifests  itself  in
uncritical  support  for  an  array  of  national  liberation
movements which are not led by the working class.

We still look to Stalinism’s most successful international
popular front organisation the Anti-Apartheid Movement (now
known as Action on Southern Africa) to advise us on solidarity



with South Africa. We are still going through the process of
fighting  for  the  Labour  party  to  stand  up  for  crucial
democratic rights, like the right to strike unhampered by
repressive laws, and the right to the Welfare State.

The  issues  and  the  choices  are  starker  in  South  African
because (as a new working class) they have not spent so long
under the domination of a trade union bureaucracy saturated in
social  democratic  and  Stalinist  conceptions,  like  Stalin’s
doctrine  of  “peaceful  co-existence”  between  socialism  and
capitalism. The very best and most class conscious of the
British trade union movement (among which is the leadership of
Unite)  sees  itself  still  as  fighting  austerity  and  not
capital.

That is why it is so important that take sides with NUMSA in
this split – because they can help clarify us through their
hard-won conviction that “the interests of capital and the
working class are irreconcilably antagonistic”.
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