DEMOCRACY

The poverty of

outh Africa

has entered

waters poorly

charted in
revolutionary theory.
After years of debate
between those who
wanted the immedi-
ate introduction of
socialism in a new
South Africa and
those who argued
that armed insurrection or “national democ-
racy” was a priority, there is a third option
developing. That is of negotiations between
former enemies of relatively equal strength
which might issue in something less than the
tully unitary and 'I'I'lv."llll:l"l‘“r -ruled state that
both “workerists” and “populists” took for
granted.

Those on the left who are “mired in the
categories of debates past”, respond in two
ways, says Glaser.

One camp says this is what happens to a
revolutionary struggle that is not pursued
resolutely to its socialist conclusion. The
other says this is simply a stage on the long
road to socialism,

CGlaser says the terms of such disagree-
ments must be rethought.

This does not mean that the socialist pro-
ject must be abandoned, as Upessimists” and
“new realists” argue. But it does mean casl-
ing aside all mechanical theories of revolu-
tionary time and historical direction; all
notions that revolutions mlli,.' Bo forward in
linear fashion, and that the -.mh question 1s
whether they proceed fast or slowly, in stages
O purpyluat maotion.

The two-stage theory of revolution (tirst a
struggle for national democracy, then social-
ism) appears to take democracy seriously, he
savs, But even a cursory examination of the
theory's career in other countries reveals
how tenuous is the thread connecting it to
any kind of democracy.

The “national democratic stage” does clear
the decks of certain obstacles to democratisa-
tion - colonial overlordship, military occupa-
tion or institutionalised minority rule. But it
also provides a cloak for autocratic elites,
scornful of the most basic “bourgecis demo-
cratic” rights.

The second or “socialist” stage has tended
to see the disappearance of such freedoms
and rights which survived the first stage.

CGlaser raises serious doubts about whether
the theory can serve as a base for “the
urﬁuntl}' ri_emjed recombination of democ-
racy and socialism™.

He advances three reasons for his reserva-
tions:

® The two-stage theory rests on notions of
both “the people” and “the working class”™ as
homogeneous groups whose interests can be
represented by a single national liberation
movement and its allies. Such movements
tend to l_'mph.;'l'_-\.il-ii_' the i1'|'|.'|.'5l~l,1|!‘|:4-‘|:|'ll.‘i' of unity,
are intolerant of dissent, and are wary of
devolving power to local or grassroots bod-

‘Both theories
run the risk of
substituting for
democratic
practice the sup-
posed strategic
wisdom of
supposedly far-
seeing revolu-
tionary elites’

activities
mighl contradict the "unifying” role of the
leadership

® The theory licenses the view that
dl;:rm,n;r'ru.‘_'p.r is I:'I"Il“l‘l."":_'g,-‘ a stage Lo be |_'|aﬁr~1:L‘|
through on the way to socialism. It also sanc-
tions second-stage abandonment of elemen-
tary forms of pluralism and basic human
rights.

® [t sanctions attempts L‘l}' “mational
democratic” elites to regulate the timing and
direction of the building of socialism from
above. The resull is "bureaucratic paternal-
ism”

So much for the two-stage theory. Glaser
then asks the question whether the theory of
permanent revolution offers an escape from
these difficulties?

Again, he argues there are grounds for
doubt. Like the two-stage theory, the idea of
a workers' revolution offers a formula for the

ies whose
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timing and direction of
socialist change which
could become rigid and
prescriptive, neglectful of
demaocratic preparation
and intolerant of dis-
agreement.

Both theories, in sum-
mary, run the risk of sub-
stituting for democratic
practice the supposed
strategic wisdom of sup-
posedly far-seeing revolutionary elites.

The remedy, says Glaser, is “a logic of
democratic preparation” — commitment to
democracy and socialism must be }‘rLLt‘ﬁuud
together, each as a precondition of the other’s
fullest and richest development.

It would keep alive the ideals of socialism,
making every effort to stimulate, rather than
silence or defer, discus-
sion of its possibilitics
and prospects,

He envisages a com-
munity “thick with
parties, unions, news-
ﬂ‘\ papers, new social
.movements of femi-
nists, ecologists and so
on”, in which socialists
would contend for
| democratic control of
the state.

Glaser spells out (the
long-held liberal view)
that, if an electorate
voted for one socialist
party rather than
another, the defeated
socialists must accepl
the verdict.

Further, that if an
electorate “votes for a pro-capitalist party,
the whole socialist camp would have to agree
to go into a democratic and legal opposition.

Unlike the two-stage or permanent revolu-
tion theories, the logic of "democratic prepa-
ration™ allows for going backwards too.

He suggests that while negotiations con-
tinue, the left should use the ime to learn to
live with each other as well as political
organisations outside the left.

“Ab the very least socialists must seek the
widest possible acceptance of basic demo-
cratic ground rules

These rules and their common acceptance
are especially vital in South Africa, given ils
|‘.|'|th_'|'|'1,- of violent I,'I-r'z'q.JT'l'lH.;'ItIIIlI'Lrl] rivalry and
the current civil war in Natal which threatens
to spread elsewhere.

Daryl Glaser is a Ph D student at Manchester

LUniversity.
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