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“We, the members of the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa
(Numsa), firmly commit ourselves to a United South Africa, free of
oppression and economic exploitation”

This proud and defiant statement opens the Preamble to the Numsa
Constitution, which goes on to assert “that this can only be achieved
under the leadership of an organised and united working class”.

The Preamble lists the conditions under which this struggle can be

successful, including:

“(a) fight and oppose all forms of discrimination” in the trade union,
the workplace and society.

“(c) ensure that all levels of the union are democratically structured
and controlled by the members themselves through elected worker

committees.”

i

(d) encourage democratic worker leadership and organisation in our
factories and in all spheres of society.” (“Preamble to the Constitution”

at: https://numsa.org.za/numsa-constitution/)

And yet, it seems that this crucial trade union has fallen under the
control of a dictatorial and corrupt special-interest clique. Union
activists claim that this clique imposes its authority in flagrant breach
of the principles expressed in the Preamble to the Union’s Constitution.

They complain about the union-linked “3Sixty Life” insurance scheme which
has “been placed under curatorship by the court because it was not having
sufficient funds to guarantee pay-outs for Numsa members who are
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policyholders”.

They mention an auditors’ report “which shows how millions were paid out
to people for dubious reasons such as undefined services rendered and
monies going to a birthday party for (National Secretary Irvin) Jim and a
laptop to his daughter.”

They complain about “disruptions of Regional Congress not supporting the
re-election of the same Regional Office Bearers and National Office
Bearers”, “the sending in of thugs to disrupt and mess up the Ekhuruleni
Regional Executive Committee and Regional Congress” and “the violation of
the NUMSA Constitution by suspending 53Shopstewards will-nilly” (“Save
Our NUMSA” flyer posted on facebook Lindi Lee WaliWorking Class
Friends Of Instimbi Ayigobi).

Numsa’s history of struggle

It was the rise of the working class organised in trade unions like Numsa
which forced the imperialists and their racist supporters in South Africa
between 1990 and 1994 to abandon apartheid and adopt some of the
trappings (if not the substance) of an advanced democracy.

The activists who built Numsa strove to mobilise the whole masses to
overthrow imperialism-capitalism as the cause of South Africa’'s
subjugation. They expressed their stance in the Workers’ Charter (adopted
by Numsa in 1987) which explained:

“..the most urgent task facing us as workers, as black workers and as
part of the black oppressed, is to use our organised strength both at the
point of production and among our communities, to put an end to the race
tyranny and to help bring about a united, non-racial, non-sexist
democratic South Africa based on one person one vote, as broadly defined
in the Freedom Charter.

“That, we see the winning of such a non-racial democracy as part of a
continuous process of creating conditions for the building of a socialist
society which will be in the interests of all our people; a society free
of all exploitation of person by person which alone can complete the
liberation objectives in all spheres of social life.”
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Foremost among the “conditions for the building of a socialist society”
is the matter of revolutionary leadership, an international party through
which the masses “can complete the liberation objectives in all spheres

of social life”.

The advanced workers who framed this charter could only conceive it being
carried out by ensuring “that all levels of the union are democratically
structured and controlled by the members themselves through elected
worker committees” and encouraging “democratic worker leadership and
organisation in our factories and in all spheres of society” as we saw
above.

SACP and ANC

The officially-recognised liberation movement for South Africa was
dominated politically by an alliance between the South African Communist
Party (SACP) and the African National Congress (ANC). The SACP was in
turn dominated politically by the line of “peaceful co-existence” between
the Soviet bloc and the imperialist world that was promulgated by the
USSR under Stalin and his successors. Against the thrust of the “Workers’
Charter”, Stalinists deliberately confined the struggle against
colonialism and imperialism to the achievement of national independence
and alleged democratic goals, leaving the fight for a socialist society
to some unstated time in the future.

Stalinism’s allies in the African National Congress were in turn mainly
tribal and middle-class elites and their supporters. They tolerated and
even adopted a radical political rhetoric which they never had the
slightest intention of following through once they achieved their own,

limited class aims.

The SACP-ANC alliance is not and never was under the control of any
workers’ democracy. This alliance looked for recognition to bourgeois,
indeed imperialist, states and international bodies based in Europe and
North America. While the anti-apartheid leaders toured the diplomatic
circuit on the one hand, the numbers of young fighters who fled
repression in South Africa in the late 1970s to the uMkonto we Sizwe
(armed wing of the ANC) camps abroad got short shrift from their own



leaders. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission set up after the end of
apartheid found that the use of torture by uMkhonto we Sizwe against
their own members in these camps was “routine”, as were executions

“without due process”.

At the same time, dissenting voices in the black townships in South

Africa were brutally silenced by kangaroo courts and “necklacings”.

Prominent leaders associated with the ANC-SACP alliance, like Jacob Zuma
and Cyril Ramaphosa went on to become Presidents of the country. With
cold contempt for the working class and the masses, they set about
enriching themselves while their country saw growing poverty, lack of
service delivery and general instability. Ramaphosa was able to dislodge
and replace Zuma because the latter was so blatantly in the pocket of the
Gupta business clan, but Ramaphosa himself was exposed when other, less
prominent, thieves made off with large sums in illicit cash that had been
concealed in the furniture at his farm.

The whole tradition of the ANC and SACP alliance is one of high-handed
contempt for the ordinary workers and their organisations. It was the
revolt of workers and young people that made it impossible to carry on
with the apartheid regime, but the government of South Africa was
eventually passed to the Mbekis, Zumas and Ramaphosas courtesy of the
international bodies of imperialism and the mining and other companies
which, from Europe and America and elsewhere, still loot the country’s
resources and benefit from cheap African labour. Soviet and Chinese
leaders also stood as godparents to the new state.

(For a fuller understanding of the history and role of the ANC and its
relationship with working-class organisations, see at the end of this
article, the appendix The ANC and Numsaby my comrade Hewat Beukes).

Stalinism and Pan-Africanism

Above all, the new liberation leaders of South Africa were trained and
brought up in the tradition of Stalinist politics which prevailed in the
Soviet Union after Lenin’s death and which explicitly abandoned the
international struggle for socialism. In place of that struggle, the
leaders of the USSR and the world movement which they brutally dominated



looked for “peaceful co-existence” with whatever (capitalist) allies they
might find abroad. The specific application of this in colonies and
former colonies was to find allies among national elites keen on

independence but equally keen on maintaining their privileges.

Organisations like South-West Africa Peoples’ Movement (Swapo) devoted
great efforts to achieving recognition at the United Nations and
elsewhere as the one and only true liberation fighters, meanwhile
deliberately slandering and side-lining the genuine liberation fighters

in Namibia.
The roots of bureaucracy

In the 1920s, after the Russian Revolution, in the USSR a social caste
came to the fore which usurped the power of the working class exercised
through the workers’ and peasants’ soviets and also closed down — often
violently — any debate in the Communist Party. Trotsky described and
analysed this development in his well-known study, The Revolution
Betrayed. What interests us here is what Trotsky says about the character
of this bureaucracy and its regime:

“The poverty and cultural backwardness of the masses has again become
incarnate in the malignant figure of the ruler with a great club in his
hand. The deposed and abused bureaucracy” (i.e. of the old, abolished
Tsarist autocracy — BA) “from being a servant of society, has again
become its lord. On this road it has attained such a degree of social and
moral alienation from the popular masses, that it cannot now permit any
control over either its activities or its income” (The Revolution
Betrayed, London 1967, p.113).

The men and women who led the Russian Revolution of 1917 were members of
the Bolshevik faction of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party
(later re-named the Communist Party). They stood out for their steadfast
devotion to the cause in the face of Tsarist brutality and dictatorship.
They were equally devoted to training themselves theoretically and
practically to guide the working class and broader masses. They
frequently had to pay with their lives for their convictions.

But after Lenin’s death and once the new bureaucratic caste administering



the new state had usurped workers’ soviet democracy, all these
characteristics were turned on their heads. Loyalty to the cause of the
working class was replaced by blind loyalty to the Party and ultimately
the Party leader. The practical and theoretical discipline required to
defeat the Tsarist police state was replaced by unquestioning
subservience to allegedly infallible leaders.

Already in 1920, during the Second Congress of the Communist
International, Lenin had this to say to certain over-enthusiastic and
dogmatic “Left-Communists”:

“..how is the discipline of the revolutionary party of the proletariat
maintained? How is it tested? How is it reinforced? First, by the class-
consciousness of the proletarian vanguard and by its devotion to the
revolution, by its firmness, self-sacrifice and heroism. Secondly by its
ability to link itself with, to keep in touch with, and, to a certain
degree, if you will, merge itself with the broadest masses of the toilers
— primarily with the proletarian, but also with the non-proletarian
toiling masses. Thirdly, by the correctness of the political leadership
exercised by this vanguard and by the correctness of its political
strategy and tactics, provided that the broadest masses become convinced
of this correctness by their own experience .. Without these conditions
all attempts to establish discipline are inevitably transformed into
trifling phrase-mongering and empty gestures”. (Left-Wing Communism;
An Infantile Disorder).

Here are the most deep-rooted origins of the high-handed arrogance of
trade union leaders like Irvin Jim, as of “liberation” leaders like Zuma,
Ramaphosa, Nujoma and Geingob. Jim has surrounded himself with a clique
bound together by self-interest, and this clique is lashing out at anyone
who stands in its way. They expel members of the union, close down
regions, disrupt meetings and remove the essential personal protection of
“dissident” leaders of the union.

This whole monolithic approach to differences and debate is the creation
of Stalinism. First, we must say that political parties of the working
class require a different set of mutual obligations between leaders and

members from what needs to prevail in trade unions, which by their nature



must embrace at least the majority of workers in a particular trade,
sector or region, irrespective of their ideology and politics. Workers’
unity in action can only be achieved through the broadest possible
discussion and freedom of expression. That is the significance of the

passage written by Lenin and quoted above.

Comrades will — or should — know that in building the party which
ultimately led the Russian Revolution to victory, Lenin and his
supporters laid enormous stress upon the responsibilities a revolutionary
party imposes upon its members. They openly broke (in 1903) from others
who had a much more relaxed attitude to this very question. Experience
showed that the Lenin faction (Bolsheviks) went on to lead the Russian
Revolution and the opposing faction (Mensheviks) attempted to strangle
it.

Nevertheless, it is wrong and out of place to impose the constitution of
a revolutionary political party onto the functioning of a trade union.

Numsa specifically has a well-established tradition of free and open
confrontation between different political tendencies.

In any case, in any part of the world any major action by workers 1is
always prepared by a seething low-level but widespread process of
argument and debate at the workplace, in the pub, on the terraces of a
sporting event or at home and with the wider family and even sometimes in
religious congregations. That is the springboard for the official
discussions and decisions at workplace meetings, union branches, regional
and national executives, etc. Nothing could be further from the mark, by
the way, than the accusations in the bourgeois media that this or that
trade union leader can “call their members out” on strike at the drop of
a hat.

But even in a political party, even a revolutionary party operating under
conditions of illegality, as Lenin’s Bolshevik Party did for many years,
it is a myth that a “line” elaborated by some “lider maximo” was
submissively adopted, passed on and carried out by automatons in the
ranks. Unfortunately, it is that very mistaken conception that has since

then been accepted as “democratic centralism” in many circles, even among



groups who claim to oppose bureaucratic methods.

On top of demanding automatic obedience, would-be bureaucrats in the
movement skilfully pick on alleged “bourgeois” traits in members and
activists who might raise awkward questions or oppose some nonsensical
“line” that 1is being promulgated. All sorts of sly comments and
innuendoes can undermine those who are genuinely trying to build the
movement and want to question the “line” that is being handed out. Not
infrequently false accusations that this or that person is an “agent” can
be used to side-line the person concerned and contribute to an atmosphere
of paranoia.

Often, activists are driven into huge and fruitless rounds of activity
which turn out to be pointless and lead to demoralisation. Such methods
have unfortunately become widespread, and are often sanctified as
“Bolshevik”.

This is what Trotsky said about the culture of revolutionary parties in
1936 in The Revolution Betrayed:

“The inner regime of the Bolshevik Party was characterised by the method
of democratic centralism. The combination of these two
concepts, democracy and centralism, is not in the 1least
contradictory. The party took watchful care not only that its
boundaries should always be strictly defined, but that all
those who entered these boundaries should enjoy the actual
right to define the direction of the party policy. Freedom of
criticism and intellectual struggle was an irrevocable content
of the party democracy. The present doctrine that Bolshevism
does not tolerate factions is a myth of the epoch of decline”.
(ibid.pp 94-95).

These profound issues of working-class organisation and leadership may
seem to be forgotten details of history. But they assume new significance
as the working class around the world awakens after a period of setbacks
and defeats to a new round of struggles. It is hard to overstate the
scope and significance of these past experiences now, as the economic
crisis, openly acknowledged and unresolved for over a decade, Llumbers on



and both established and “wannabe” imperialist powers square up against

each other, beating the drums of war.

One of the very earliest signs of this working-class recovery was the
wages struggle of platinum miners at Marikana in 2012, their sharp
confrontation with officials of the National Union of Mineworkers of
South Africa, the planned and coldly executed murder of striking miners
by the South African police and the subsequent mass strike wave. It was
within the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa that the most
positive response to these events was raised. The subsequent development
of that initiative, the different tendencies involved and the methods by
which they propose to carry forward the struggle, deserve careful thought
and attention. Vital past experiences of the working-class movement need
to be revived in the process of educating a new generation of fighters.

The meaning of Marikana

The deliberate killing of 34 miners at the Lonmin platinum mine in
Marikana, Rustenberg, North West Province, by the South African Police
Service on 16 August 2012, at the instigation of the mine’s UK-based
owners and with the agreement of the then South African government
minister (and now President), Cyril Ramaphosa, underlined in the most
dramatic way possible how correct the Numsa Constitution Preamble was to
say that the ending of “oppression and economic exploitation” can only be
achieved “under the leadership of an organised and united working class”.

The former, avowedly “Marxist”, and indeed vocal leader in the past of
the South African Mineworkers’ Union, Cyril Ramaphosa had been one of
that leadership of the African National Congress and South African
Communist Party who were prepared to accept an end to Apartheid rule and
introduction of “one person one vote” in exchange for abandoning any aim
of a socialist South Africa. The state murders at Marikana — and remember
that Cyril Ramaphosa explicitly signed off for the police violence — laid
bare the profound betrayal of the working class and masses which that
settlement represented.

Under a “liberation” regime of African National Congress, South African
Communist Party and trade union confederation Cosatu, “independent” South



Africa had to try to move forward with economic power still vested
chiefly in the great imperialist monopolies and banks which had grown
rich by exploiting labour of every country and ethnic background and

plundering natural resources around the world.

Political democracy and effective administration on behalf of the people
of South Africa has remained a fantasy while political power has been
exercised by puppets of these monopolies and banks, by the Ramaphosas,
the Zumas and the Mbekes. Such politicians can only function as the boot-
lickers and facilitators of imperialist oppression and exploitation.

At the most basic level, they have led a systematic looting of the
nation’s wealth and resources for personal gain. At a political level,
they very quickly abandoned any progressive policies for the development
of the country and instead adopted wholesale the nostrums of the neo-
liberal International Monetary Fund (IMF) and other imperialist agencies
of world governance. Their venal incompetence has added economic chaos

and widespread lawlessness to the existing poverty of the majority.

This was what was at stake in the preceding conflict discussed above
between Numsa’'s “Workers’ Charter” and the politics of the ANC-SACP.

But as apartheid was dismantled between 1990 and 1994, the issue was
fudged. ANC leaders declared that workers’ demands could be accommodated
within the scope of the Freedom Charter. They assured trade unionists
that, for example, South Africa’s mineral resources now belonged to the
people, although in fact, the imperialist monopoly groups kept a grip of
the extraction, refining and export of the nation’s wealth, and thus of
their enormous profits. Dissenting voices were drowned out in the wave of
publicity greeting the new order, and by violence and the threat of

violence.

The fudge continued. While the ANC-SACP government moved over more and
more clearly to abandon any hope of progressive legislation and towards
directly neo-liberal policies, there was opposition from trade unionists.
There were angry confrontations, but they were contained within the
Tripartite Alliance of ANC-SACP and the union confederation Cosatu.

The real rupture did not emerge until after Marikana, the massacre and



the massive wave of strikes across different trades and industries which
followed.

Numsa Special National Congress 2013

In the wake of the Marikana massacre, Numsa led a fight within Cosatu to
break the trade union federation from the alliance with the SACP and the
ANC. For that reason, Numsa was expelled from Cosatu and, alongside a
number of other trade unions, established a new South African Federation
of Trade Unions” (Saftu). Numsa also worked towards and held a Special
National Congress in December 2013 to draw the lessons of the Marikana
massacre and chart a new course of independent socialist struggle.

The documents of the Numsa Special National Congress held in December
2013 (after a through debate throughout the trade union) still make
compelling reading:

“2.2 The South African Communist Party (SACP) leadership has become
embedded in the state and is failing to act as the vanguard of the
working class ..

For the struggle for socialism, the working class needs a political
organisation committed in theory and practice to socialism ..

3.2 As Numsa, we must lead in the establishment of a new UNITED FRONT
that will coordinate struggles in the workplace and in communities ..

3.3 .. we must explore the establishment of a MOVEMENT FOR SOCIALISM as
the working class needs a political organisation committed in its
policies and actions to the establishment of a socialist South Africa”.

Also, the union must: “Commission an international study on the
historical formation of working-class parties. As part of this study we
need to explore the different type of parties, from mass workers’ parties
to vanguard parties. (Quoted in Movement for Socialism! South Africa’s
NUMSA points the way”,Workers’ International, 2014, pp 4 and 5)

While the resolutions and documents of the 2013 Special National Congress
clearly name and identify the direction of travel of the SACP, ANC and
Cosatu leadership, there is no clarity about the treacherous political



tradition underlying it — Stalinism. A weakness of the Special National
Congress decisions was that they still expressed illusions in the
Stalinist politics of the settlement which ended apartheid and the hope

that the Freedom Charter might leave a door open for future progress.

The 2013 Congress documents correctly identified how “In many post-
colonial and post-revolutionary situations, liberation and revolutionary
movements have turned on labour movements that fought alongside them,
suppressed them, marginalised them, split them, robbed them of their
independence or denied them any meaningful role”. (ibid p.4).

However, under the sub-heading “ANC has abandoned the Freedom Charter and
any change in property relations”, the Declaration of the Numsa Special
National Congress says:

“The Freedom Charter as the basis of our existence as an alliance, the
glue that brought the alliance together, has not found expression in
government policies. In fact the ANC no longer adheres to it. The ANC has
not only departed from the Freedom Charter, but also from the Morogoro
Conference core values and the Reconstruction and Development Plan (RDP).

“The ANC-led government continues to ignore and duck the question of how
to fundamentally change property relations in the country”. (ibid. p. 22)

It reads as if most comrades had grasped that the liberation regime in
South Africa has not brought the benefits which were promised, but had
not yet taken on board the fact that the SACP’s Stalinist politics of an
alliance with the bourgeois nationalists had always meant that
imperialism-capitalism would stay in the driving seat. The Irvin Jim
leadership never resolved the contradiction at the heart of the
ANC/SACP/Cosatu alliance, that as a “liberation” regime it acts as a
caretaker or “Comprador” (local business agent) on behalf of imperialism.

The policy of Stalinism has lived on even after the Stalinist regime in
the Soviet Union has gone into the dustbin. The departing gift of the
Russian Stalinist bureaucracy to imperialism was to replace apartheid
with a group of politicians in charge in South Africa who were very ready

to enrich themselves by selling out the masses.



Stalinism’s afterlife

Stalinist rule in the USSR and her satellites collapsed over thirty years
ago. It is dead and buried. How are we to explain that Stalinist methods
have been reborn at the very head of Numsa, a trade union born in mass
workers’ struggles which has consistently been foremost in fighting in a

principled way for workers’ interests against all comers?

Since the 1970s. US imperialism had been wooing the Chinese Communist
Party government of the People’s Republic of China. Mao and the leaders
who followed him gladly facilitated a massive transfer of industry from
North America and Western Europe to China. While this has led to
spectacular (and desperately needed) economic growth and development in
China, it has deeply damaged the ground on which the US and European
workers’ movements stood. Whole working-class communities have been
undermined, weakened, and demoralised as jobs were transferred abroad. It
was a movement which had been underway for decades, but the open door

into China has accelerated it massively.

At the same time, attempts by the Soviet bureaucracy to self-reform blew
up in their faces. In the early 1990s the Soviet Union fell apart. The
oppressed and resentful masses in the Soviet bloc “satellites” seized
their chance at independence. Many workers had had their hopes in a
socialist society dashed by their experience of nearly five decades of
brutal rule from the Kremlin through local satraps. Very quickly they
were plunged into economic and political chaos as the old links with the
disappearing Soviet Union and Comecon were not immediately or easily
replaced by new ones.

On top of the industrial devastation of the old working-class centres
came a huge deluge of propaganda against socialism which aimed,
especially, to discredit the idea that the working class can play a
revolutionary role in the transformation of society. This very idea has
been bitterly attacked, and those who upheld it marginalised, not least
by many former activists in and around Stalinist parties.

All these conditions have combined to keep a generation or more of
workers away from socialist politics. This was reflected in the growth of



xenophobia amongst workers, and the domination of left-wing politics by
middle-class, university-educated people and moralistic or what are
nowadays called “cultural” issues and methods. Indeed, it has been among
these layers that such obvious signs of the crisis of capitalism-
imperialism as the financial crisis which started in 2008 led to a
renewed interest in Marx and Marxism. The unemployed and the poor flocked
into the squares across the USA and Europe to demonstrate and protest and
shake a fist at the rich, without any practical political programme,
while the intelligentsia crowded into the libraries to study and write
about, among others, Marx.

In fact, Marxism became the flavour of the month, but mainly in quite
restricted academic and student circles. And mostly even these circles
were interested in going “beyond capital” in peaceful ways. What has
become prominent, and had a significant impact at a policy level, 1is a
warmed-over version of the work of John Maynard Keynes. He and his
followers after World War II aimed (1) to curb the tendencies to crisis
within imperialist world economy and control business and finance through
regulation and (2) through various forms of the “welfare state” to make
life tolerable for the working class, at least in the leading imperialist
states. Keynesianism fell into disrepute at the end of the post-World War
II economic boom in the 1960s. “Supply-side” economists pointed out that
many of the safeguards that had been put in place were actually barriers
to individual capitalists getting very rich. The new economic doctrines,
when put into practice, produced a series of banking and stock exchange
crises since the mid-1990s. These have led to public critiques of
capitalist economy which have turned away from the fundamental
relationships of capitalist society — the exploitation of human labour
power in the expanded reproduction of capital and the growing
contradiction between the forces of production and the social relations
of production. Writers like the widely-acclaimed Thomas Picketty do not
trouble their heads about the sourceof capital and its essential nature.
Instead, they devote hundreds and thousands of pages to the evils of
inequality. They do not consider the class struggle and its outcome, but
concentrate on ways to arrange a fairer society without smashing up the
furniture. This approach is reflected in some of the most prominent and

ambitious socialist leaders — leaders who have a genuine and significant



following — like Senator Bernie Sanders in the USA and Labour Members of
Parliament John McDonnell and Jeremy Corbyn in the UK.

Meanwhile the passing decades have re-shaped world economy. Parts of the
Americas south of the Rio Grande, the Pacific Rim (Taiwan, the
Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Burma, India and Pakistan),
parts of the Middle East (Turkey, Egypt) have considerable industrial
bases, and have in some cases become significant financial centres.
Russia and her Confederation of Independent States (CIS) partners have
become an important source of raw materials, hydrocarbons, and grain (as

we know now from painful experience!).

China is now “workshop of the world” with one of the largest economies —
second only to the United States. While state power (which includes great
power of the economy and banking) lies in the hands of the Chinese
Communist Party, this economy is an integral part of world imperialism.
For decades it has depended on exploiting the Chinese working class to an
extraordinary degree and on selling the products of their labour on the
world market. Chinese businesses are now among the biggest and most
advanced in the world.

In today’s clash of imperialist rivals, China strives to extend her
commercial and economic power in order to engage effectively in
competition with the United States and Europe. In the nature of
imperialism, behind commerce and diplomacy lurks the threat of war.
Imperialist rivals clash over territorial control in order to gain access
to raw materials and markets. In the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, the Dutch, British and French East India Companies established
commercial networks which provided the capital to start the industrial
revolution. Although purely commercial at the beginning, these networks
soon required the establishment of naval and military bases. Later, these
networks hardened into formal colonial empires.

Today, China is starting a similar process based on the “New Silk Road”
initiative to set up her own network. Like any imperialist power, China
needs pliant customers and willing providers of cheap raw materials in

its dependencies around the world, as well as robust logistical links.



In past centuries, Britain extended her imperial rule by “liberating”
parts of Latin America from Spanish rule. American imperialism assumed
the same mantle of the “liberator” in Cuba and the Philippines in the
early twentieth century, and in the name of freedom and democracy
supplanted Britain, France and Holland in most of their former colonial
possessions after World War II. With remarkably few actual colonies, the
USA has been the main colonialist-imperialist power for nearly a century.
Now China offers her support to countries chafing under the economic
domination of the United States. In all these cases, subject populations
need to scrutinise very carefully indeed the credentials of any would-be
liberator.

Multipolar World

One feature of imperialism is that formerly insignificant and weak
nations have been able relatively quickly to claw their way to a powerful

position at the top table among the great powers. In the 19""Century,
previously quite unimportant nations, like Germany and Japan, were able
to hurtle into prominence over a comparatively short period, in mere
decades. Of course, they could not achieve this by the tried and tested
and time-consuming means of a bourgeois revolution and the achievement of

modern democracy, as happened in Britain, Holland, the USA and France.

By-passing a final knock-down, drag ‘em out confrontation between the
rising bourgeoisie and the old feudal rulers, Germany and Japan under
powerful central governments cherry-picked the aspects of the technical,
industrial and political achievements of the earlier capitalist states
that would enable them to become great powers, successfully applying the
very latest techniques in all these fields. The achievements which had
cost the older states centuries to bring about were absorbed in their
latest developments and as a massive transfer of knowledge, science and
theory. This could only happen under a very tight central control, which
is why some Marxists refer to it as the “Prussian” road to capitalist
development.

The capitalist class of the USA was playing with fire when they started
to provide the People’s Republic of China with access to world markets
and specifically the advanced technology on which modern industry is



based. Maybe they assumed that the development of capitalism in China
would undermine the rule of the Chinese Communist Party and the People’s
Liberation Army. To be sure, that state has had to change in significant

ways to accommodate the changes in Chinese society since the 1970s.

However, China has followed the real logic of the modern imperialist
epoch. The Chinese state made it clear in the way it dealt with the
Tiananmen Square protest in 1989 and the re-integration of Hong Kong more
recently that there is no intention of introducing any measures of
democracy. To succeed in an imperialist world, China has to be able to
face down the present great powers of imperialism.

The claim that what the CCP is doing is a sort of extended form of the
New Economic Policy adopted in the Soviet Union at the end of the Civil
War and the wars of intervention in order to restore a national economy
which had been largely destroyed is by the way laughable. A wealthy
Chinese bourgeoisie has grown up in the decades since Nixon's first
visit. Rule by the CCP, protection by the CCP and support from the CCP
have made this a rich class. Its wealth and privileges are tightly bound
up with the Chinese state, and depend on how the Chinese state conducts
its diplomatic, economic, and political affairs.

There are indeed inevitable contradictions between the interests of that
state and the functioning of those Chinese businesses which, for example,
would like to trade their shares in US stock markets. Some big Chinese
operators with interests abroad who probably hoped they were too big to
push around have been brought sharply to heel by the Chinese government
recently. But this does not mean that the CCP is about to abolish

capitalism in China anytime soon.

The old imperialist powers confront China militarily, asserting the right
to send naval battle groups to patrol China’s home waters. They confront

her diplomatically and politically.

China goes ahead modernising her armed forces and building up her trading
networks across the world. These are both elements of hard power,
reflecting the weight of China’s capitalist economy.

China also deploys soft power, seeking allies and front-men around the



world to enhance her image and reputation.

So, money is spent resurrecting the old traditions of Pan-Africanism,
anti-colonialism and the Bandung movement of “non-aligned” states. In the
past, these were deployed in order to win allies for the USSR, while
deflecting genuinely revolutionary movements (which only caused trouble
as far as official Communist Parties were concerned). Although the USSR
no longer exists, the idea of backing China (supported by Russia) as a
rival to US hegemony is put forward and finds fertile soil because so
many political careerists with a past in the Stalinist movement resonate
to this logic of development without a workers’ revolution. China
presents herself as a friend of the local bourgeoisies in the “Global
South”, a big sister who will support them against the fatal effects of

US imperialism.
What of the masses?

The only problem is the working class and the masses. In China itself, as
throughout Asia, Africa and South America, the working class is exploited
more ruthlessly and thoroughly than it still is in Europe, North America

and Australasia, where there are still remnants of the social gains

workers made in the 20"™century. The conditions in the rest of the world
are such that in many of these countries up to 40 percent of the
population are without any access to the means of production — they are
unemployed.

Small-scale farming is squeezed out by big agricultural monopolies. The
history of imperialism has littered the scene with remnants of national,
ethnic and religious groups excluded from modern life. Millions scrape an
“informal” living in modern slums. No “radical” alliances with allegedly-
progressive capitalists are going to equip these masses with a way
forward. Of all the classes in the ‘“global south”, only the working class
is a progressive force able to weld all the other oppressed and exploited
groups together and point the way forward. This is the real meaning of
the 2013 Special National Congress of Numsa and the policies that it
adopted, even if that was not completely clear to those who pushed ahead
on that.



It was clear at the time that Irvin Jim was not rejecting Stalinist
politics; he was merely emphasising — often in a striking way — that the
ANC-SACP government was “failing to deliver” for the South African
masses. He did not go on to analyse the roots of that failure in the

persistent influence of Stalinist conceptions.

So, the promise offered by Numsa’s Special National Congress has been
frustrated. Building a United Front and an alliance with the impoverished
communities never happened. No “Movement for Socialism” was established.
There was no clarification of how a mass workers’ party can be built on
revolutionary principles, because along the way towards making
international allies, Irvin Jim turned away consistently from any
working-class alliances and met up with apostles of “multipolarity” and
“a new Bandung” such as Roy Singham. The Socialist Revolutionary Workers’
Party that arose from that encounter and which also brings in some
independent “leftists” in South Africa has made zero impact on the masses
in South Africa because it has done nothing to overcome the terrible
political legacy of Stalinism. Nor have any of the petty-bourgeois
socialists who have joined up with it themselves shaken that off,
whatever label they identify with politically.

But Numsa members have refused to be limited by the bankrupt leadership
of Irvin Jim. As these members of Numsa carry forward their recognised
class interests as workers against the current Numsa leadership, they
will need to enrich their activity with the theoretical lessons of those
revolutionaries who opposed Stalinism at its origins and upheld real
Leninism. The Left Opposition in the Communist Party of the USSR,
together with its scattered supporters around the world, started the
struggle to rescue the real party and international of Lenin. That
struggle was later taken forward in the formation of the Fourth
International. It is that international which must be rebuilt to that the
working class can carry through to the end the struggle for a socialist
society.

Bob Archer

9 October 2022



Appendix: The ANC and NUMSA
(from https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/formation-sanncanc)

“The South African Native National Congress (SANNC), later known as the
Africa National Congress (ANC) was founded on the 8 January 1912. At
SANNC’s inaugural conference, Rev. John Dube was elected as its first
president in absentia. The organisation developed out of a situation of
racial exclusion and discrimination under the new Union of South Africa.
SANNC aspired to unite Africans in the advancement of their political and
socio-economic status Contrary to its aim of unity amongst its African
constituents, SANNC was restrictive and narrow in 1its membership.
Participation was limited in accordance with class, gender and tribal
status.”

The formation of the SANNC/ANC

Bloemfontein is the birth place of the SANNC, which became the ANC 1in
1923, one of the largest organizations in later years to struggle for
freedom and justice 1in South Africa. Between 1908 and 19009,
constitutional discussions towards Union took place which prompted
numerous meetings organized by Africans, Coloureds and Indians to protest
the Whites-only exclusivity of these constitutional discussions.

In 1909, a group of Black delegates from the four provinces attended the
South African Native National Convention (SANNC) 1in Waaihoek,
Bloemfontein, to propose ways of objecting to the draft South African
Act, and the Union constitution. The SANNC meeting convened by John Dube
and Dr Walter Rubusana decided to send a delegation to London to convince
the British government not to accept the Union in its present form. The
delegation led by former Prime Minister William Scheiner failed in 1its
aims as White supremacy was entrenched under a unitary state.

On 8 January 1912, several hundred members of South Africa’s educated
elite met at Bloemfontein to establish a national organization to protest
against racial discrimination and to appeal for equal treatment before
the law. The group comprised of South Africa’s most prominent Black
citizens: professional men, businessmen, journalist, chieftans,

ministers, teachers, clerks, building contractors and labour agents. This



meeting was the most significant in the history of Black protest politics
as it was the first joint meeting of Black representatives from all four
self-governing British colonies and indicated that Blacks were capable of

united action.
History of the African National Congress

Although it was not the first African political organization in South
Africa, its formation marked a clear break from the past as the focus of
Black politics previously centered on electoral activity in the Cape
Colony where Blacks with the required property and educational
qualifications could vote and stand for office.

Their voice in politics at the Cape was significant. At the turn of the
century Black voters constituted nearly half the electorate in five
constituencies, which contributed to the belief that the most effective
way of accelerating Black political advancement was to use their vote to
influence the election men who would be sympathetic to Black
aspirations. But the years succeeding the Peace of Vereenigning in 1902
witnessed the declining force of this argument. The founding of the SANNC
marked the realization in middle-class Black circles of the contention
that Black interest could best be promoted by action by Blacks themselves
and not through sympathetic intermediaries.

Several reasons contributed to this change in opinion. Some members of
the Black elite had hopes raised initially by the defeat of the Republics
in the South African War and were bitterly disappointed. Despite
expressions of imperial loyalty intermingled with polite phrased reproach
at the prevalent discrimination against educated Black men with good
character and ability, the British government made it clear that its

paramount concern was White unity in South Africa.

Hopes that non-racial Cape franchise would be extended to the defeated
republics were rapidly dashed as preparations for the Act of Union
indicated that existing rights would not be respected in future. The Act
removed the theoretical right of enfranchised Blacks to be elected to
parliamentary seats which had existed in the Cape and also provided for
the removal of the franchise from Black voters through a two-thirds


https://www.sahistory.org.za/pages/governence-projects/organisations/anc-history/anc-frameset.htm

majority vote of both houses of parliament in joint sessions.

By 1912, Black concern moved further than constitutional issues. The
first post-Union administration, responding to the mining industry’s
labour demands and the disquiet of White farmers squeezed between
capitalist agricultural companies on the one hand and competitive Black
peasants on the other, moved swiftly to safeguard its position with these
groups. Regulations were introduced, which made breaking a contract a
criminal offence. Blacks were also excluded from skilled industrial jobs.
The prohibition of rural land ownership by Blacks, or occupation outside
the reserves dispossessed many landowners and leasing or tenant-farming
relationships between Blacks and Whites were outlawed.

It was therefore made clear that there was more at stake here than just
the interests of a small group who through their education at mission
stations had come to form an identifiable petty bourgeoisie. The Land Act
of 1913 and its complementary labour legislation were the tools used to
destroy a whole class of peasant producers, forcing them into already
crowded reserves or driving them to seek work as farm labourers and mine
workers, and later in the least skilled and most badly paid positions 1in

urban industrial, municipal and domestic employment.

The group of men that assembled at Bloemfontein was well aware of the
wider dimensions of the social tragedy being enacted around them. But
their particular concern, the fear of any petty bourgeoisie at the time
of crisis, was being thrust back into the ranks of the urban and rural
poor. The main aim of the South African Native National Congress (SANNC)
was to represent the concerns and anxieties of the small professional
middle class which was mainly responsible for convening the Bloemfontein

meeting.

Its first President was John Dube; a Minister and school headmaster who
studied in the USA and was strongly influenced by the American educator
and activist Booker T Washington. Pixley ka Isaka Seme, a lawyer and
prime mover 1in organizing the meeting to establish the Congress was
appointed Treasurer. The position of Secretary General was occupied by
Solomon T Plaaitjie, a court translator, author and newspaper editor who
had worked in Kimberly and Johannesburg. These men retained close ties



with African aristocracy and the rural chieftaincy, who were
conservatives concerned with protecting a moral and social order they
correctly perceived to be under attack while at the same time being
anxious to promote the general advancement of the Black race in South

Africa.

The Congress intended to function as a national forum to discuss the
issues which affected them and to act as an organized pressure group.
They planned to agitate for changes through the following: peaceful
propaganda, the election of Congress sympathizers to legislative bodies
through protest and enquiries and finally through passive action or

continued movement”

I am sending you this extract from the website “south African history
online”, in my opinion a very well researched website.

From it the class nature of the ANC was well established by 1912. Its
impetus was the Failed expectations of in specific a tribal royalty. Its
history until now simply echoes the basic principle that the class nature
of an organisation cannot be changed except by total destruction.

The rise of the working-class mass struggles since 1971 in Namibia and
since 1973 in South Africa uncovered the basic reactionary and anti-
working-class nature of the tribal petit-bourgeoisie represented by
organisations like the ANC and SWAPO. The self-organization of the
working class was met with hostility, treachery, and violence. The SWAPO
in 1971 distanced itself from the general strike in Namibia by publicly
condemning its leaders as irresponsible elements. The emerging leadership
of the working class were confronted with severe repression from the side
of the South Africans and slander by the tribal nationalists. Since 1976
working class leaders that fled south Africa and Namibia were liquidated
physically in exile. Inside South Africa the forms of liquidation were
necklacing and summary execution facilitated by the South African state,
the latter that operated its official liquidation.

The ANC and SWAPO were vehemently opposed to new working-class
organisations that developed since 1976 and earlier. They slandered and
ostracized the leaders as collaborators, agents and spies.



The Communist Party that developed out of a severely deformed working
class, contradictory struggles, and the indelible influence of Soviet
Stalinism became the transmission belt for liberal bourgeois politics
into the mass struggles and sustaining the ANC and SWAPO.

The period after 1980 saw the replacement of the leadership of the
working-class organisations with tribal nationalists especially in the
trade union movement. That explains the rapid and frantic privatization
after 1994.

A significant exception was NUMSA, a union of the industrial working
class that was well outside the influence of the extremely primitive
right wing tribal petit bourgeoisie.

The dichotomy in South African politics that arose after 1994 reflected
in NUMSA and the ANC must be understood from the foregoing. The attempted
expulsion of NUMSA leaders can perhaps be explained by the strengthening
of anti-working class policies by Chinese Stalinism. It is an attack
against especially the industrial working class, but it is proof that
organised working-class politics is still existing in South Africa. The
SAFTU seems further proof of that.

The discussion and understanding needed is about Stalinism and its true
class nature in relation to working-class politics in South Africa. It
cannot be treated as an ideological current in the working class, but a
reflection of degeneration and confusion. But, most seriously the
expression of capitalist objectives and political destruction within the
working-class movement. Its methodology needs to be dissected and
understood as alien and against the methodology of Marxism.

Hewat Beukes

October 2022



