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THE AIM OF AZANIA WORKER

1. The struggle for national liberation in South
Africa is a struggle against white domination and
racial oppression of the majority black population.
White domination and racism are inextricably woven
into the ecanomic development of capitalism in South
Africa. The elimination of white domination and
racism can only be completed after the disappearance
of capitalism. Thus the struggle for national
liberation is a combined one with the struggle for
socialism.

2. The leading role in the struggle for socialism is
played by the working class. In South Africa at the
present time, this role belongs to the black working
class in industry, mining, agriculture and the
domestic service of white households. The black
workers and their families constitute not only a
majority of the population but are also the most
oppressed and most exploited section of the populat-
ion and working class in South Africa.

3. The working class can only secure its leading role
in the combined struggle for national liberation and
socialism through its own independent political
working organisation which expresses its
specific political, economic and social demands. le
thus fully support the project of creating an
independent political orgenisation of the working
class in South Africa.

4. An independent political or-snisation of the work-
ing class is necessary because:

class

i) without an organisation of their own the workers
will never in their own name and interests be able
to struggle for, assume and maintain power;
worker's power is a necessary condition for
successful and meaningful social change that will
bring an end to racism and capitalism and usher
in a period of transition to socialism, an
independent political working class organisation
is the means by which the warking class secures
its interests and representation in any political
conjucture, now and in the future;

ii)without an organisation of their own the workers
will not be able to press within the popular and
national liberation struggle the political, econ-
omic and social demands of the working class and
other dominated classes: the example of many form-
er colonial countries shows that the popular and
national struggles often end by serving the inter-
ests of indigenous middle class elites rather than
those of workers and other toiling classes.
5. An independent political organisation of the work-
ing class can only be created out of the political
and trade union organisations and the various social-
ist currents which exist at the time. For this organ-
isation to have deep roots and a mass base in the
working class itself, it cannot be built in iseolation
from the working class and the organisations in which
the workers presently find themselves, nor can it be

built by any one socislist current in isolation Frow

all others actively involved in workers' and mass
struggles. There is a need, as a step towards the
building of a working class organisation for all
socialists to engage in discussion. Our journal is
offered as an open medium of expression to all
socialists actively involved in struggles, and
remains non-sectarian in that it will publish contr-
ibutions which may not agree with our own.

6. Without a relevant theory and practice of social
change the working class can have no organisation
worthy of its leading role. Our jourmal is further
offered as a forum in which socialists from all
political currents within the trade unions, student
and national liberation movements can contribute
towards the development of a relevant theory and
practice of social change, and in which they can
exchange experiences and lessons drawn from present
and past struggles.

7. In a world dominated by capitalism the struggle
against capitalism is an intermational one. lle cannot
therefore conceive of a political organisation of the
working class in South Africa in isolation from the
organisations, experience and history of the working
class and toiling masses in other countries of the
world. We offer our journal as a link between the
struggle in South Africa and the struggles in other
countries and, to this end, extend an invitation to
socialists in other parts of the world to join us in
developing a relevant theory and practice of social
change and share with us their experiences of
struggles in a manner relevant to the workers'
struggle in South Africa. In particular we seek
contribution of articles which will help in the
understanding of questions such as race, class,
culture, ideology, consciousness and subjectivity.
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An
approach

to the

national

question
in
South Africa

By
Neville Alexander

Introduction

In both the theoretical and practical political spheres, the
question of the nation in South Africa has become highly
controversial. Besides the predictable differences between
exponents of ruling-class positions and exponents or prac-
titioners representing the exploited and oppressed major-
ity of the people of South Africa, major differences of
approach and perception have become manifest within the
[iberation movement itself. All of these will be referred to
and, where necessary for my purposes, discussed in this
paper.

Before I can expound the nature and the range of the
national question in South Africa, however, it is necessary
to refer to the allegation that this is in fact a non-
question. It is held by some left-inclined activists that the
national question ceased to exist in 1910 (with the Act of
Union)} or at the very latest in 1931 (with the Statute of
Westminster). The reasoning is very simple: the national
question, following Lenin, is essentially a question of self-
determination, i.e. a question of national independence to
the point of secession from an existing multi-national state
or empire. Since Britain granted dominion status and full
independence to 'South Africa’ (or to the national bour-
geosie) in the period 1910-1931, there is ne national ques-
tion. Quod erat demonstrandom! The short answer to this
position is that it eguates the national question with the
colonial question and, clearly, is unaware of the full range
covered by the term ‘the national question’.

In another version of this thesis, it is held that the
national question is ‘the land question of the bourgeaoisie’,
i.e. that it is essentially a question of the peasantry frecing
itself or being freed from fendal restrictions of one kind or
another. Since there is no peasantry in South Africa
because of the rapid development of capitalism in the
agrarian sector and because the “Prussian road’ prevented
the development of an African yeomanry in South Africa,
there is ne national guestion in South Africa. Quod erat
demonstrandum! This position reflects a very narrow
Eurocentric approach to the guestion, which it profoundly
misconceives.

In both these versions of the negation of the question, it
is held that the struggle being waged in South Africa is a
classical struggle between labour and capital (1), a class
struggle, not a struggle for national liberation. On the
basis of this ‘banality’ (Amin 1981: 191), it is argued in
these circles that what is referred to as the nationai ques-
tion by petty bourgeois ideologues is in fact the conse-
quence of racial ideology, which is the ideology of the
capitalist class in South Africa. All that needs to be done,
therefore, is for the working class in its organisations, and
more generally, {o promote the counter-ideology and prac-
tices of non-racialism or anti-racism.

The opposite extreme, which is defended by significant
groupings in the liberation movement, is reflected clearly
in its entire problematic in the following passage:

A developed internal market with a clearly defined area

within which a particular carrency is used as a medinm

{13 In an interesting passage, Samir Amin calls this the ‘reactionary
or bureaucratic, formal position’ which *simply denies realities other
than class, it denies the importance of sex, nations, religions, or
other categories, regarding them not as realities hut as phenomena
artificially manipulated by the exploiting classes. This position
results, moreover, in tactical concessions with regard to thes reali-
ties. Indeed, it leads to practical failure in the class struggle because
these realities are tenacious and subtly undermine the development
of the class-for-itsell” (Amin 1981: 30).
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of exchange is a sine qua non for a cepitalist nation.
in the case of Azapia, the Xhosas, Zulus, Sothos,

Indians eand the so-called Coloureds constitute that

many different nationalities. But because they suffer

from the same economic disabilities — landlessness and

structured propertylessuess — they also constituie a

single Black nsativnality. Their further evolation inte &

nation cannot be effecied without a revolutionary truns-
formation. The repossession of land and the consequent
seizure of political power is an absolute necessity for the
achievement of netion-heod in the specific conditiens of

Azgnia. By the same token and precisely because they

have gone through their honrgeois democratic revolu-

tion, the white settlers have constitated themselves into

anation. (Tsotsi 1982: 8).

It is unnecessary to elaborate in detail on this position at
this stage. Within the liberation movement it is ciearly the
‘nationalist’ pole opposite to that of the ‘workerists’. It
implies that the struggle being waged by the oppressed
and exploited people of South Africa is a struggle for
national liberation, This struggle is being waged by the
oppressed black ‘nationality’ against the white ‘nation’.

In some versions of this position, this struggle is held to
be prior to or at least more important than the class
struggle between labour and capital. In more sophistica-
ted versions, these ‘two struggles’ are seen as intersecting
and mutually reinforcing even though they are held to be
distinet from each other. A view that is now commonly
held is that the two struggles are in fact one struggle
because of the fact that ‘race’ and ‘class’ coincide. In most
versions of this position, its proponents believe that the
struggle for national liberation is totally compatible with
the struggle for the emancipation of the working class, i.e.
the struggle for socialism.

We see, therefore, complete confusion and contradic-
tion. One is reminded of the blind men, each of whom des-
cribes the elephant in terms of that part of its anatomy
which he happens to have his hand on! In this paper, I
want to put forward a series of propositions which I hope
will throw some light on the subject so that even if it does
not help to restore the gift of sight to our blind men and
women, at least it will help those who are willing to see, to
realise that this is a complex and vital question of our
struggle, one which we ignore at our peril.

The approach to
the national question

What is the national question? For a subject that is written
off so easily by some people, this question has generated
an astounding number of theoretical and historical frea-
tises in most languages of the world! Wheole libraries were
written on this question in the Soviet Union alone before
the death of Stalin in 1953 and whole libraries were (and
are being) written there since 1956 when it was found that
Stalin had been fallible in a number of important ques-
tions, including certain aspects of his celebrated essay on
the national question. That had its own repercussions
throughout the wotld, especially in communist parties but,
interesting though the subject is, it cannot be canvassed
here.

More than anything else, it has been the coming into
being of the ‘emergent nations’ of Africa, Asia and, to a
lesser extent, of Latin America, that has reopened the
debate on a gquestion that was one of the major preoccupa-
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tions of all socialist and many liberal theoreticians and
political parties in Eurppe during the 19th century.
Indeed, the two phenomena are directly related. For, il
soon became obvicus after World War II that the nations
of the ex-colonial and semi-colonial world did not corres-
pond in form to the nations of 19th century Europe. They
were possessed of very few of the features of nationhood
variously considered to be “essential’ by socialist and lib-
eral theoreticians and students of nationalism in Eorope.
Yet, the movements that brought these nations into being
were undoubtedly ‘nationalist” in some very obvious
sense. Clearly, the European models were not absolute.
Even for Europe itself, important differences between the
modalities of Western and Eastern European nations were
identified. The division of Germany and Korea into two
states in 1945 with the consequent theorisation of the
implications on all levels of this act, redirected the atten-
tion of theorists to the inadequacy of the existing theory.
Any treatment of the national question will be found to
deal with either the problem of natienal unity or the prob-
lem of national independence or with both problems, Most
of the works on the subject are concerned with the ques-
tion of national independence and this itself reflects the
peculiatly Eurocenirie bias of the work in this field. The
implicit or explicit assumption of all work on the national
question is that nations are the mode of existence of vir-
tuallv all capitalist and socialist social formations. They
are the ‘mould’ within which the classes that constitute
the modern social formations conduct their lives and their
affairs (2). Even apponents of nationalism do not deny that
internationalism is predicated upon the existence of
nations. The formal recognition and climax of this thesis is
the existence of the United Nations Organistion, in which
both capitalist and socialist states are represented. How-
ever, it seems decidedly questionable whether one can go
as far as Regis Debray who sees the nation as a kind of
eternal in-group that is vital for the continued existence of
the human species (3). There is also no inherent contradic-
tion between the postulate that nations are the normal
mode of existence of capitalist and socialist social forma-
tions and the almost universally recognised fact that the
nation state is cutmoded in terms of the development of
the forces of production on a wotld economic scale. The
existence of trans-national companies and political forma-
tions such as the European Economic Commauanity indi-
cates how the actual contradictions are (temporarily)

resalved, )
1shall not discuss in detail here the slippery question of

the definition of the nation as I have covered some of this
ground elsewhere (as Nosizwe 1979: 165-168). However, it
is necessary to state clearly that
The limited scientific value of a general definition is
evident not unly in the fact that it is incapable of reveal-
ing the essence of nations and the laws of their develop-
ment but also in the fact that it cannot characterise fully

{2} The literature is vast. However, the following works will serve as
a podnt of ofientation: Symmons-Symonolewicz 1965; Lemberg 1967;
OST-PROBLEME 1967; Davis 1978; Amin §581; Smith 1983,

(3) "It is my belief that we must jocate the nation phenomenon within
general faws regulating the survival of the human species...{the
nation) comes after a historically determined serics of other modes of
collective existence, from clans, tribes and jineage-systems up to
secondary cultural formations, ethnic groupings, peoples and
nations. However, the vital point is to see that the proposition that
the nation is a transient historical category is true and false at the
same time, Tt is quite true of the nation-state, but this is in fuen oaly
one modality of a pritnary variable belonging to Auman nuture —a
term which has had a very bad press' {Debray 1977; 28-28).



and in a rigorous scieniific manper the multiplicity of

forms and the peculiarities of the origins and evolution of

nations in all their phases of development, and finally it
cannot include all types of natiens with their peculiari-

ties under s general cancept...(Mnacakanjan 1967: 63).
I is essential to stress this insight, now shared by most
students of national movements {see Nosizwe 1979: 165-
168) because of the catastrophic consequences of
approaching this question when one is armed with nothing
more than an egregiously acquired positivistic ‘stipulative
definition’ (Smith 1971: 165-166} of a nation (4). In the
context of this paper in which I argue that the building of
one nation is net only a possibility but & necessity at this
stage for the hegemony of the working class in the South
African social formation, i.e. for socialism, it is of the
utmost importance to accept that what Eugen Lemberg
called ‘Risorgimento nationalism’ with its insistence on,
among other things, the principie of one language, one
natlon (see Lemberg 1967: 320-321), is oot a universally
valid definition of nationhood despite the ideologues of
Afrikaner nationalism and also despite the impeccable
Kautskyan-Leninist pedigree of Stalin’s famous definition
(5) of *a nation’. On this general theoretical level, my posi-
tion is reflected in the following comment of Davis (1978:
206):

It is high time that historians, Marxist and otherwise,

stop frying to fit Africa into the Procrustean bed of

Furopean development. African history has to be

stodied in its own terms. Nailons have appeared in

Africa as elsewhere in the world; but the modalities of

their development and those of Europeans are different.

Without trying to derive my thesis in detail, I shalil
maintain the position here that nations develop in the
course of the establishment of capitalist relations of pro-
duction (6). How and where the territorial boundaries of
any specific nation are drawn is a purely historical ques-
tion which cannot be predicted accurately. It is a gquestion
that is decided in the course of the class struggle within a
given social formation or between different social forma-
tions. The leading or mobilising class of the nation neces-
sarily and ‘naturally’ bases its mobilising activity on the
peculiarities of the historical development of the peoples
concerned and in this sense every national movement is
unigue.

The crucial point, however, is that while the nation may
mean more or less the same thing at certain fimes fo most
of those who constitute it, it more usually does not. Or, to
put it differently, because the nation has to be constructed
ideologically and politically on the basis of the developing,
i.e. also changing capitalist forces and relations of produc-
tion, each of the antagonistic classes in the social forma-
tion, generally speaking, conceives of the nation differ-
ently in accordance with its class ideology (7). We have to
bear in mind, however, that

the concept of class ideology is not synonymous with the

ideological configuration prevailing among the mem-

bers of a given class at a given time. (Therborn 1982: 54)

14) Consider the following, written some 30 years ago on the basis of
Stalin’s defipition: *Today in the Union of Scuth Africa the process of
forming two national socicties continues, that of the Bantu and of the
Anglo-Afrikaner. There are no grounds for assuming that one nation
can be formed which would embrace the Bantu, the Coloureds and
the Anglo-Afrikaners. The coloureds could not at the present time
become a component of the national Bantu group, they do not know
the Bantu languages and in language, cuitural forms and seif-
consciousness they tend to idenmtify themselves with the Angio-
Afrikances. The Indians are a completely separate group' {Potekhin
nd: 15},

This fact, indeed, will serve to explain why within the
working class there are competing (non-class) ideologies
which inform the different conceptions of the nation of
South Africa that prevail among the workers {see page 8).

A recent contribution by Benedict Anderson (1983) has
helped to clarify this aspect of the study of nationalism
very much {8). Anderson's central thesis is that the devel-
opment and spread in Western Europe of ‘print lan-
guages’ {e.g. high German or standard English} in contra-
distinction to ‘sacred languages’ such as Latin and local or
regional idiolects in conjunction with the elaboration of
capitalist relations of production fundamentaily made pos-
sible a new kind of 'imagined community’ different from
previous ones which, in Europe, were mainly religious or
dynastic ‘communities’. He stresses, however, that
though the development of printing and its intimate con-
nection with the invention of ‘print languages’ is the
bridge between the development of capitalism and the
origins of modern national consciousness

the concrete formation of contemperary nation-

states is by no means isomorphic with the determinate

reach of particular print-languages (Anderson 1985: 49).
Although Anderson’s book, therefore, goes a long way
towards explaining the historical link in Europe between
language and nationality, it simultaneously negates the
Furocentrisin of most works on the national question
which accept without reservation Edward Freeman’s
dictum that language is the badge of nationality’. Indeed,
for my thesis, the following insight of Andersen’s is an
essential precondition:

Language is not an instrument of exclusion: in principle,
anyone can learn any language...Print-languages is
what invents nationalism, not z particular Ianguage per
se. The only question-mark standing over languages
iike Portugnese in Mozambique and English in India is
whether the administrative and educational systems,
particalarly the latter, can generate a politically suific-
ient diffusion of bilingualism. ..

In u world in which the national state is the over-
whelming norm, all this means that nations can now be
imagined withont linguistic communality...(Anderson
1985: 122-123)

As 1 shall show presently, the value of Anderson’s con-
tribution lies particularly in the fact that it enables us to
concentrate on the nation as an ideological and political
construct. In fact, Anderson himself, iz what appears to be
a quite unintended way, firmly points to the link between
the study of the nation or nationalism and the most recent
researches in the fields of ideclogy and semiology, when
he maintains that ‘...from the start the nation was con-
ceived in language, not in blood, and...one could be
'invited into’ the imagined commurnity’ {Anderson 1985:
133). He proposes to define the nation as ‘an imagined
political community — and imagined as both inherently
limited and sovereign' {Anderson 19853: 15) and explains

{3} It is perhaps useful to note that in its properly transiated form.
Stalin'y definition reads as follows: *A nation is an historically
evolved, stable community arising on the basis of a conunon lan-
guage, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifes-
ted in a community of culture” (quoted in Davis 1978: 71).

{6} Whether or not nations exist prior to the establishment of capital-
ist relations of production is an interesting historical and methodol-
vgical question which need not detain us here. For the range of the
polemic in this regard. see Amin 1978: 10-12 and Kroker 1960: 20-21.
{7} For a similar approach. see Bourque and Laurin-Frennette 1975,
{8} My arention was directed to this stimulaiing work by an unpub-
lished and undated essay of Stephen Gelb's entitled 'Some sociolog-
ical perspectives on race, ciass and democracy in South Africa’.
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that it is imagined 'because the members of even the
smallest nation will never know most of their fellow.
members, meet them, or even hear of them, vet in the
minds of each lives the image of their communion {Ander-
son 1985: 15).

This is not in fact a very good definition. It smacks of
idealism as it stands. In his book, however, it is at ail times
clear not oniy that the nation as an imagined community is
a social reality to which individuals and groups inside and
outside the nation have to respond but even beyond that,
that it is an entity embedded in very concrete (capitalist or
socialist) relatiens of production (normally) on a very con-
crete national territory.

For our purposes, the two most important terms in
Anderson’s thesis are the words ‘imagined’ and ‘“lan-
guage' because they lead on directly to the examination of
how national consciousness or national identity is gener-
ated. This examination, as we shall see, is in fact nothing
other than the examination of the process of national unifi-
cation or national unity. And it is at this point that Ander-
son's work via the findings of semiology becomes impor-
tant for the study and the solution of the national question
in South Africa.

National unity and the
creation of national unity

The constraction of a discursive order In a particalar
society is the histarical outcome of struggles waged by
social forces at crucial momenis of coniradiction and
crisis. According to historical materialism, the decisive
aspect of these struggles in class socleties is the class
straggle, and the resuliing discursive order is a class
order, articulated with existential- and historical-incla-
sive disconrses (Therborn 1982: 82).
This assertion of Therborn’s represents the key to under-
standing why the class struggle and the struggle for
national liberation constitute two moments of one and the
same social process in South Africa today, why, in other
words, the struggle for national liberation is, from the
point of view of the exploited classes, the inescapable poli-
tical form of the class struggle (9). Stated as simply as
possible, we can say that in South Africa because of the
peculiar development of capitalism, the apalysis of which
has now almost become the conventional wisdom (see
Alexander 1984), different strata of the working class have
been ‘subjected and qualified’ differently. They have been
‘open to’ different non-class ideologies with the result that
working class ideology has articulated with different exis-
tential and historical ideologies (see Therborn 1982:

{9 The whole question of the poittical and ideclogical forms in which
the class struggle is conducted. though stiil extremely controversial
in detail, has been given tinality in practice. There are, quite simply
no atiested cases of ‘pure’ class consciousness or of ‘pure’ class
struggles at the political level. Most analysts would agree with the
following starement: *So far, at least, no great modern social revolu-
tion, bourgeois or socialist, has ever been made by a unified class
subject demanding a completely new social order, Rather, such revo-
lutions have been effected in particular conjunctures when the rela-
tions of force have changed in such a way as to undermine the old
regime — in other words, through the emergence of econemic, polit-
ical, and ideclogical contradictions and situations of uneven develop-
ment, both within the society and in its external relations, disarticu-
lating the previous totality and its system of affirmations and
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22-27). Moreover, to quote Therborn again

It is, then, natural — and not an aberration of under-

developed class consciousness — that class ideologies

coexist with inclusive-historical ideologies, constifuting
the subjects of the contradictory totality of an explolia-
five mode of production and/or social formation.

(Therbern 1982: 27},

Black workers have quite naturally experienced and
explained their exploitation not simply in terms of class
but also in terms of colour. Indeed, even white workers,
especially Afrikaans-speaking whites, have at various
times experienced and explained their exploitation in
ethnic rather than merely in class terms (10}. Because
black workers and other black people perceive themselves
as being excluded from the imagined community of the
*South African pation’, i.e. they see themselves as out-
casts, they have through their organised political and cul-
tural vanguards, and in other ways, generated alternative
conceptions of this ‘South African nation’.

Two crucial points have to be made, however. Jt has fo
be noted, firstly, that ruling class domination is not explie-
able stmply in terms of racism or racial ideology. While
the latter is integral to the system of racial capitalism in
South Africa, it rests upon and reinforces class exploita-
tion which, as in any other capitalist social formation, is
the source of surplus value and  capital
accumulation. Hence, the struggle against racial discrim-
ination cannot be unhooked from the struggle against
capitalist exploitation. It is simply a fallacy to claim that in
South Africa, the black workers are faced with two auton-
omous but intersecting systems of domination, viz., a
system of ‘racial domination' and a system of ‘class dom-
ination®. However valid it might be for specific analytical
purposes to distinguish between the ‘racial’ and the
‘class’ elements that constitute the system of racial
capitalism, it is impossible to transfer such a dichotomy on
ta the social reality in political and ideological practice,
except in terms of, or for the purposes of, ruling-class
mystification of that reality.

The second point to note is that from within the working
class and other black strata different conceptions of the
South African nation have arisen. There is no single con-
ception that corresponds a priori to working class ideol-
ogy. This insight is vital for the understanding of the com-
plexity of the national guestion (11). What happens in
practice is that the workers, like other class agents, are

sanctions. They have been consciously made when various forees.
with different immediate demands pertaining to the conjuncture,
have come together. The social-revolutionary import of these
demands — bread, peace, land, independence, popular representa-
tive government, an end to repression — has stermrmed from a
constellation of clashing class forces and their organised expres-
stons, through which certain historical social alternatives are ruled
out and others opened up...The possibilities for revolutionary
change should be derived from the likelihood of economic and politi-
cal crisis, and from the existence of materially organised alterna-
tives, rather than from the state of mind of a class' {Therborn 1982:
110-111}. Of course, Therborn is careful to stress that class con-
sciousness /s important since the level of such consciousness and
organsation will determine the degree of preparedness of the revelu-
ticnary classles) for post-tevolutionary reconstruction (see Therborn
1982: 111-112),

{10} A recent study of how the Afrikaner workers were ‘recruited’
inter the Afrikaner nationalist movement, that draws upon some of
the insights of Louis Althusser is O’Meara 1983, See especially his
introdugtory chapter.

{11) See Therborn 1982: 71. ‘Class ideologies, like class politics do
not ‘represent’ anything other than themselves, such as ‘class
in!erests" Indeed, the netion of ‘representation’ is part of the utilit-
arian heritage in Marxism, which should be definitely discarded.’



confronted with a range of actual and possible identities
{generalised subjectivities or subject positions) from
which they select those which they consider appropriate to
their situation, Which of these identities will be selected is
a question of practical politics, i.e. of mobilising the revo-
lutionary classes by demonstrating to them the most effec-
tive and, from the point of view of eliminating exploita-
tion and oppression, the most appropriate strategy (12),
Of course, this choice is not arbitrary even though we may
be unable to predict accurately which choices wilt be made
by the individual or by groups of people. The choice is
always materially determined, since every ideology neces-
sarily operates through affirmations and sanctions within
a material matrix.
If every ideology operates within a matrix of affir-
mations and sanctions, then the competition, coexist-
ence or confifct of different ideologies is dependent on
the nen-discursive matrices. The power of a given ideal-
ogy in relatien to others is determined by its pertinent
affirmations and sanctions {Therborn 1982: 34-35),

Class and nation

In another context {(Nosizwe 1979: 42-61; 95-131; 172-181),
T have discussed very inadequately the ways in which diff-
erent conceptions of the nation of South Africa relate to
the question of the emancipation of the working class. It is
none the less sufficient for our purposes here to summar-
ise the different positions briefly, Before I do so, it is
necessary to undertake a stight digression in order to head
off another argument which bedevils discussion of the
natienal question. 1 refer to the view that nationalism and
nation building are attitudes or activities which are pecu-
liar to the bourgeoisie or the petty bourgeoisie. The work-
ing class, it is often held, is ‘inherently’ internationalist
and anti-nationality. As such, it is held to be completely
fantastic and, of course, reactionary, to claim that the
working class can lead a struggle for national liberation
(13).

This essentiaily Menshevik argument has been refuted
over and over again in historical practice, the most notable

examples being the cases of People’s China and Viet Nam.

(12) Compare Hudson's very relevant comments regarding
Pecheux’s notion of the ‘interdiscourse’. 't is the interdiscourse,
then. which defines the avaifable range of subject-positions in a
suciety into which individuals are ‘interpellated’. A concrete indivi-
¢ual will then be interpeliated into a number of distinet subject-
positions throughout his pesonal history and the overall unity of
these distinct subject-positions is determined by the state of the
class siruggle and is not guaranteed by any eriginal or primary unity
attached to the subject forn: in general’ (Hudson 1984; 8).

(13) Usually, those who argue this way try to gain respectability for
their argument by (mis)quoting the Communist Manifesto and by
referring to numerous passages in Lenin’s writings on the national
quesiion. The lines in question in the Manifesta read as follows: "The
working men have no country. We cannot take from them what they
have not got’ (Marx and Engels 1970: 51), As is well known, how-
ever, the authors go on to state that *Since the proletariat must first
acquire political supremacy, must rise to be the leading class of the
nation, must constitute itself the nation, it is, so far, itself national,
though not in the bourgeois sense of the werd’, Also see Bourgue
and Laurin-Frenette 1975: 189. To the extent that Lenin was con-
cerned mainly with the history of European nations, it is not surpris-
ing that he considered the formation of nations te be largely the work
of the bourgeoisie. In any case, arguments from authority are not
valid and need only be heeded in so far as they reflect or confirm con-
crete experience and practice.

Ever since the collapse of the Second International at the
outhreak of World War I, the guestion of the international-
ist instincts of the working class has préoccupied historical
materialist analyses of concrete struggles. In the light of
the experience of workers’” and natioffal liberafion
struggles in the 20th century, few students of this question
would disagree with the view that

It is now clear that no dogmatic statement can be made
about which social class is the ‘natural’ leader of a
nationalist mevement. Stalin’s statement, referring to
the peried before World War I, that ‘the national ques-
tion is in its essence a hourgeois one’; has been attacked
even in the Soviet Union, where K. Ivanov has denied
that this part of Stalin’s essay was inspired by Lenin...

(Davis 1978: 77).

It can be stated clearly, therefore, that in historical prac-
tice in the 20th century, working class movements and
their organisations in different countries have in fact led
struggles for national liberation and national re-unification
and, ipse facte, taken the lead in building or consolidating
the particular nations in their national states. Of course,
this does not imply that Marxists or socialists are or should
be nationalists in any chauvinistic or exclusivist sense.
The point is simply that the working class starts from a
national perspective rather than an internationalist one. It
is precisely the task of class-conscious ‘vamguardist® ele-
ments to assist in the transformation of the consciousness
of the working class in order that it transcend the national
sphere and encompass the entire class on an international
piane (I4). It remains true, despite surprisingly depreca-
tory inferences drawn by serious stydents of the question
(15}, that the workers of the world are structurally more
equipped than any other class to overcome the abysses of
nationality and national chauvinism.

In South Africa, too, the task of building the nation has
devolved on the shoulders of the black working class. As in
other colonial and post-colonial formations, in South
Africa, too, the original colonial administrative unil has
‘created meaning’ (see Anderson 1985: 55; 105) for all the

inhabita ts, who have been linked in one degres or
another through the mechanism of the market. The
national question in South Africa consists in the task of
unifying the nation {16) and extending equal rights to ali
whe constitute it. In order to mobilise the reveolutionary
classes, i.e., the black working class and the radical sec-
tions of the urban and rural middie classes, the vanguard
organisations of the black working class have necessarily
to project an alternative conception of the South African
nation. That this conception of the nation can only be real-
ised in a social formation that is organised along socialist
lines is no contradiction, as should be abundantly clear by
now but, on the contrary, a guarantee that only the work-
ing class can lead this struggle for naticnal liberation to a
successful conclusion. The bourgeoisie, which s tied to
imperialism, is itself the lodgemaster of national oppres-
sion in that its very continuation depends on the denial to

(14} The recent literature on the relationship between class and
nation is increasing rapidly. The following references are a usefui
starting point: Lowy 1976: 98-100; Amin 1981: 30; Purivatra 1979.
{15) ‘1t is time t drop altogether the idea that the ‘international
working class’ will bring about the revolution. There is no such thing
as the international working class. Rather, there are many national
working classes. In some countries there is not even a working class
at all. In many others the warking class, or the bulk of it, is not anti-
capitalist or socialist’ Davis 1978: 245),

{16} Consider Martin Legassick’s laconic comment: ‘Marx did...
neglect the question of other cleavages in society and their relation-
ship with those of class; it is 2 question Marxists have tackled thus
far inadequately, as "the national question' {Legassick 1978: 45).
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the vast majority of the workers and to other black strata of
the democratic rights of citizenship. Far from uniting the
nation, as its Jacobin ancestors had done in Europe, the
colonial national bourgeoisie evolved and implemented
‘elaborate sirategies...to divide the working people into
ever smaller potentially antagonistic groups’ (Alexander
1983: 7). The tricameral fiasco is the latest example of this
strategy of divide and rule.

No class, other than the black working class, is capable
of bringing about the unity of the nation in the political
and cultural-ideological spheres by extending to the entire
population of South Africa equal democratic rights. Allow
me to quote from my address to the first National Forun:

The middle classes cannot be consistent since their

interests are, generally speaking and in their own con-

sciousness, tied to the capitalist system, Hence only the
biack working class can take the task of completing the
democratisation of the country on its shoulders. It alone
can unite the oppressed and exploited classes. It has
become the leading class in the building of the nation, It
has to redefine the nation and sbolish the reactionary
definitions of the bourgeoisie and of the reactionary
peity bourgeoisie. The nation has to be struchmred by
and in the interests of the black working class. But it can
only do so by changing the entire system. A non-racial
capiialism js impossible in South Aifrica, The class
struggle against racial oppression becomes one struggle
ander the general command of the black working class
and its organisations. Class, colour and nation converge
in the national liberation movement, (Alexander
{983: 11).

Views of the nation

In an earlier paper, I wrote that it is necessary to consider
which of the prevailing non-class ideological discourses
are most likely to promote the objective interests of the
working class. In recognition of the complexity of the
question and the tentativeness of the study of how ideol-
ogy articulates with other dimensions of the social forma-
tion, I pointed out that
There will be no single incontrovertible answer to this
qaestion. It is one which will have to be seitled in the cat
and thrust of democratic debate and political and ideol-
ogical practice. It is one which the working class itself,
through its own day-to-day experience will set houndaz-
ies 10. But once we have gained a reasonable measare of
clarity on this scare, it becomes our task to bring to bear
all the scholarship at our eommand to help to create that
universe in which new subjects can be constituted.
(Alexander 1984:22)
The black working class is confronted with any number of
variants of four basic views of the South African nation.
These have been described schematically in Nosizwe
{1979: 58-60). There is, first of all, the present regime’s, or
rather, the Afrikaner nationalists’, view of South Africa as
a multi-rational state. In this view, South Africa is com-
posed of between ten and twelve ‘nations’, each of which
is entitied to the ‘right of self-determination’ to the point
of ‘accepting® a gratuitously proferred ‘independence’.
Whether in its verkrampte or in its verligte version, this
view of the nation operates centrally with what passes asa
scientific appreciation of the importance of ‘ethnicity’ (17}

{17) J Sharp {1980} has showr the inadegquacy and, in many cases,
the charlatanism, of this ‘scicnce’ of velkekunde.
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and, incidentally, with, in some cases, an unexcepticnable
'Risorgimento’ definition of the nation! Most pluralist
schools of modern liberalism in South Africa operate with
a similar ethnic ideology in more flexible, less crude
scholarly formulations. (A typical example is Yan der
Merwe and Schrire 1980).

Among the oppressed classes, only the most teactionary
clements of the black middle class, mainly ‘tribal chiefs’,
headmen and some civil servants are systematically open
to this ideological subjection. Clearly, numerous seri-
proletarians in the reserves, migrant workers on farms
and in the mines are either totally or partially subjected by
this ideology. In making this point, we need to recall, how-
ever, that even in the pormal course the *Xhosa' or
‘Malay” or ‘Hindu’, etc., worker is never a frozen Xhosa,
Malay, Hindu, etc., subject. S(he) is at the same time a
‘worker’, a ‘migrant’, an ‘African’ or ‘Coloured’ or
‘Indian’, etc., or ‘South African’, perhaps even an
‘Azanian’. One of the effects of successful ideological sub-
jection would in this case be precisely that the person con-
cerned automatically qualifies him/herself always as a
Xhosa, Sotha, etc.

In the liberation movement, this particular schema has
never had any serious adherents. One curious episode in
the ’thirties involving the Communist Party of South
Africa, may be noted {(see Nosizwe 1979: 50-32). of
course, people like the Woltons and Moses Kotane, who
actually put forward the demand for a federation of
‘ethnic’ soviet republics in Southern Africa, were moti-
vated by the very opposite considerations of those of
present-day Afrikaner nationalists or liberal pluralists.
However, the incident does serve to underline the poten-
tially disastrous consequences of transplanting a theory
{in: this case, Stalin's theory of the nation) without further
amendment from one set of historical conditions into a
totally different one (18). At this same time {the so-called
Third Period of the Comintern), a parallel trauma was
shattering the Communist Party of the USA where on the
recommendation of the Comintern, the demand for a
separate ‘Negro Soviet Republic’ in the black belt was
being put forward seriously by some tendencies within the
CPUSA (see Gruber 1984).

At present, this particular view of the nation in South
Africa is cleatly being exploited at the ideological level by
the most backward and reactionary sections of the bour-
geoisie in order to prosecute the politics of Bantustanisa-
tion with all that this entails. It is difficult, but theoretic-
ally not impossible, to conceive of changed circumstances
in which this ethnic ideology could articulate with working
class ideology in such a way as to further the attainment of
socialism in South Africa.

The classical liberal position in the naticnal gquestion in
South Africa is the so-called four-nations thesis. This
view, which clearly reifies the phenomenal aspect of the
South African social formation has deep roots among ali

{18) For those who are unaware of the history of this period, it may
be of interest to know that this slogan was derived from the Comin-
tern. In a letter to the CPSA dating from 1932, the Executive Com-
mittee of the Comintern (ECCI counselied the CPSA to unite the
‘Native, coloured, white and Astatic toilers of SA and the protector-
ates’ {on the basis of a programme that included, infer alia, the
siogans): ‘Down with the British and Afrikander imperialists. Drive
out the imperialists. Complete and immediate national indepen-
dence for the people of South Africa. For the right of the Zulu,
Basuto, etc.. nations to form their own independent republics. For
the volusitary uniting of the African nations in a Federation of Inde-
pendent Native Republics. The establishment of a workers’ and
peasants” government. Full guarantee of the rights of all natienal
minorities. for the coloured, Indian and white toiling masses’ (ECCI
1983: 14). Also see Omwony-Ojwolo 1978,
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layers and classes. It has been, and is, promoted by a
spectrum of political tendencies and organisations ranging
from the old United Party through the Progressive Party,
the Liberal Party to the Congress Alliance and recently
even a faction within (7) the Pan-Africanist Congress. Of
all the possible discursive systems to which the black
working class is exposed, this one has, until very recently,
had the greatest resonance.

Three important variants of this view of the nation are
identifiable. The basic liberal position, analysed in teyms
of a ‘race relations’ framework, was and remains that the
four population registration groups that inhabit South
Africa are ‘races’ which should be enabled through sound
economic, political and cultural policies to coexist in
‘multi-racial harmony' within a single nation state. These
‘races’ were never considered to be ‘nations’. The fran-
chise used to be conceded to all *civilised', i.e., western-
ised, pto-capitalist, individuals within the ‘South African
nation’. Under pressure from the radicalised national
movement, the franchise gualifications, at least in the old
Liberal Party, were eventually dropped. The long-term
strategic aim of the lberal establishment was, and
remains, to co-opt significant layers of the black middle
class, which had to be nurtured, and moderate elements
withia the liberation movement. Today, because of the
fundamental changes in class structure and political con-
sciousness among the labouring people in South Africa,
this largely white libexal, multi-racial position has tended
to blur into the more subtle ethnic ideclogy referred to
previously. The theorists who uphold this position analyse
South Africa in terms of one or other variant of pluralism.

Within the liberation movement, this position was given
its most complete formulation in the writings of Anton
Lembede and in the literary publications of the ANC Youth
League in the early "forties (see Nosizwe 1979: 57-8). In
1948, the Youth League declared in its manifesto that

South Africa is a country of four chief nationalities,

three of which (the Earopeans, Indians and Coloureds)

are minorities, and three of which, (the Africans,

Coloureds and Indians) suffer national oppression.

(Karis and Carter 1972: 329).

In its most widespread version, this Youth League concep-
tion of the Scuth African ‘nation’ postulated that the
*African’ people constitute the nation of South Africa and
the other three ‘nationalities’ constituie ‘national minor-
ities' (19). This version eventually found expression in a
more ambiguous formulation in point no. 2 of the Freedom
Charter (20). Adherents of this view range from those whe
maintain that the *national groups’ are either actual or
potential nations to those who see them as no more than
‘ethnic groups’ bound together in one historically evolved
state. None of the politicians and theoreticians of the four-
nations thesis has, except as a logical hypothesis, to my
knowledge, ever put forward the right to self-determina-
tion (in the Leninist sense) of these four ‘national groups’
although there is much confusion and uncertainty about
whether these national groups are nations cor not.

The dilemma was given classical expression by Lionel
Forman in a symposium held in the Mowbray Mitra Hall in
Cape Town in 1954. In his contribution entitled *National-

{19} Sec Turok nd:6.

(20} All Nativnal Groups Shafl Have Egual Rights. There shall be
equal status in the bodies of state, in the couris and in the schools for
all national groups and races; All national groups shall be protected
by law against insuits to their race and national pride; All peaple
shall have equal rights to use their own language and to develop
their folk culture and customs; The preaching and practice of nation-
al, race or colour discrimination and contempt shall be a punish-
able crime; All apartheid laws and practices shall be set aside.
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isms in South Africa’, Forman, who took Stalin’s definition
of the nation and Soviet practice in the national question
as his point of departure, said, amongst many other
extremely interesting and courageous things, that
... the people struggling are indeed nations, then an
important part of our pelicy must be the demand that
these nations have the right to self-determination. If
they are not nations, aad if they are national groups,
aspiring to be nations, then in turn they have the right
for the conditions to be created by which they may
become nations with the right te self-determination.

This means that it will become part of working class
poliey to guarantee io those nationalities which bave rot
their own territory that they will be given territory which
they will be able to administer autonomously, in which
their own language will be one of the official languages
and in which their national cultures may flourish. ..

Which of South Africa’s peoples are nations? I wouid
not iike to say. Possibly there are several communities
in South Africa which are full-fledged nations.

But I think the majerity of commaenities which have
common langaage and psychology in South Africa are
not full nations, but national greups. That is, I think
they are aspirant nations, lacking their ewn territory,
and economie cohesion, but aspiring to achieve these.

Becanse of incisive criticism of his thesis in the subse-
quent discussion, Fortman added that his view did not
imply

that one is not in favour of the obvious end aim — one

single, united South African nation...But the only

carrect path towards a single South African nation is
throngh the creation of conditions by which the different
national coltures in Sonth Africa may first flower, and
then merge...(He conceded that the demand for nation-
al self-determination) does not imply that this is an
wrgent immediate issue facing us today. While I think
that the time will surely come when it will be a correct
and popular demand...it would not yet be correct to put
forward as & major demand the right to self determina-
tion. {Forman 1954) {(21).
Bearing in mind that these words were spoken in 1954,
when the Nats were implementing their Bantustanisation
policies, and that these views were widely held by people
in Congress and Communist Party circles, the relevance of
my warning to the first National Forum is manifest:

The danger in this kind of taik is guite simply that it
makes room in both theory and practice for the preach-
ing of ethnic separatism...‘Ethnic’ or ‘national greup’
approaches are the thin edge of the wedge for separatist
movements and civil wars fanned by great-power inter-
ests and suppliers of arms te oppertunist ‘ethmic
leaders®. (Alexander 1983: 9).

Of course, it can be argued that this is not necessarily
the case, and I would readily concede the point. This is,
however, the essence of the debate within the liberation
maovement, a debate that is determined and accompanied
by actual, non-discursive, practices among the working
masses. What is clear, however, is that no person should
blithely broadcast such views without having some notion
of the implications thereof. It may well be that the propon-

{21} A recent attempt to deny that the four-nations thesis bears this
kind of interpretation and which put down all such allegations to
'mischicf-making’ seems to be an inept attempt to falsify history or
is the resuit of a lack of information (see Anonymous 1984:11).
¥choes of Forman's dilemma resound across the decades in Con-
gress-CP debates and writings. By way of example: ‘Africans have
always retained an awareness of a separate historically constituted
‘national” identity. Perhaps nationality would be more accurate. At
any rate ‘nation’ here is not to be read as 'mation state” ' (Turck
1983}



ents of the four-nations thesis differ from other progres-
sives in their strategic and tactical approaches to the
national question and that their strategy and tactics
negates the theory on which it is allegedly based. This is a
question that only historical practice will decide.

Although these views were held mainly by activists in
Congress and Communist Party circles, earlier 'Trotsky-
ist’ and Unity Movement writers on the subject held
similar, if less clear-cul, views on this question (see
Nosizwe 1979: 111-112). Debate on the issue has contin-
ued in the Communist Party particularly (see Nosizwe
1979: 100-111). More interesting is the fact that a certain
section from within the Pan-Africanist Congress has, viaa
Maoist path, come to identify itself with an amended ver-
sion of the old ECCI position of colonialism of a special
type and ended up accepting what is theoretically the
same position as thai of the South African Communist
Party, despite bitter attacks on the supposedly ‘opportun-
ist' tactics of thal party (see Nosizwe 1979: 120-121). A
recent formulation of this position, clearly mindfui of the
development of the black consciousness movement and
ideology since 1969, has it that

While the African peopie are the pivot of the new nation

their main allies are the so-called Coloureds and the

Indizn people. They form one bloc with the Afcican

peoples, take the latter’s Africanist aspirations as their

own, regard themuelves as Africans living in an Afriean
country, identify with the history of the African people

as their own.. {TLHATSI 1983: 2).

It Is the right of the African peaple {0 self-determination

that is the heart of the national question. This struggle

for self-determination is something the other Black
national groups identify with as part of their own libera-

tion. (FLHATSI 1983: 3).

The ironies of history are indeed profound! (See note 4
below).

Another variaut of the colonialism of a special type
thesis is that asscciated mainly with the Black-conscious-
ness and PAC tendencies. This represents a third view of
the nation that is available to the black workers. In this
view, there are two nations in South Africa, an oppressing
white and an oppressed black nation, sometimes referred
to as a ‘black nationality’ (as in Tsotsi 1982) {see Nosizwe
1979: 121-125). There is no need to go into any detailed
discussion on this position on which much has been
written, both pro and contra. It is noteworthy, however,
that the exponents of the black-conscicusness position
have tended to conflate ‘race’ and ‘class’ to the point that
in some version all whites are projected as capitalists
while all blacks are seen as workers,

Classes are inherent in ail capitalist societies. In any
industrial and capitalist society we have those wha own
or those who manage the productive processes on behalf
of the owners on the one hand and, on the other hand,
those who do not. In fact the workers, blacks, are the
most ruthlessly exploited in South Africa for they are
the dispossessed; they do not own land, they de not own
any mesans of production, they do not wield any mean-
ingful and significant power. ..

...The fact that one, as a member of the black race, is

deprived of meaningful political power does not make

him a member of the white group (sic) which wields
baoth political and economic power. Whites en masse are
the perpetrators of this exploitative status quo.

{Mthembu 1982: 163).

A distinctive aspect of this ‘two-nations’ thesis is that it,
not unlike some variants of the four-nations thesis, holds
that the struggle for national liberation will eventuate in
one (socialist, Azanian) nation. The oppressing white
nation, it is to be supposed, will disintegrate, in that very

many whites will refuse to live in a free Azaniz and will
emigrate fo more racially congenial climates. Those who
remain will identify themselves with the Azanian nation
and cease to belong to the white ‘nation’. Consequently,
the proponents of the twe-nations view see no contradic-
tion between it and the now universally known slogan of
One Azania, One Nation! This slogan, clearly, represents
a political programme of national liberation involving in
some interpretations the leadership and emancipation of
the black working class. The tactical-strategic inference
often drawn from, or justified by, this theory of the nation
that individuals classified as white cannot participate in
the organisations of the black peaple, i.e., that identifica-
tion by individual whites with the Azanian nation is only
possible after liberation, is a point of dispute within the
liberation movement. At bottom, it would seem that there
is a certain metaphysical assumption about the ways in
which aoppression and exploitation qualify those who suffer
these phenomena. It seems to be assumed that whites in
South Africa, because they are not oppressed, cannoct
identify at certain unspecifiable deep psychic levels with
the opptressed and with their struggle.

However that may be, there is no doubt that among the
exploited and oppressed, this view of the nation has
become extremely resonant. Indeed, during the late
'sixties and all of the 'seventies, it was unquestionably the
dominant view among black activists. So much so, in fact,
that even adherents of the four-nations view began to con-
sider tentatively that this may well be the way in which the
liberation struggle and capitalist development were shar-
ing the people of Seuth Africa. Since the theory is generic-
ally the same as the colonialism-of-a-special-type theory
(22), which holds, amongst other things, that ‘Non-White
South Africa is the colony of White South Africa itself’, it
is not a very large jump to make. Consider the following:

The great disadvantage of the one-nation thesis is, then,

that it obscares the colonial nature of onr seciety and in

consequence the national character of our Hberation
struggle. It is this flaw that the two nations thesis is
deliberately designed to counter...This view holds

essentially that Soath Africa is a colonial sitnation of a

special type in which two nations, an eppressing nation

and an oppressed nation, live side by side within the

same ierritory...(Molapo 1977).

Both the tentativeness of this position and the mortmain of
Stalin’s theory of the nation become evident in the tor-
turous qualifications which Molapo hangs on to his thesis.

The two nations thesis is, in my view, the correct one,

but it is not aiways clear what is meant by ‘nation’ in

this context. Both the oppressing nation and the
oppressed uation fail to meet the genmeral conditions
stipulated by Stalin’s classical definition of the nation. ..

It may be that it is preferable to reserve the term

‘nation’ as such for a fully developed nationsl commun-

ity that satisfies all four components (of Stalin's defin-

ition) rather than for a community that is advancing
along the lines of national organisation. In this case the
two nations thesis i South Africa while designating the
general character of the class struggle in South Africa
needs slight adjusiment, for neither of the nations is

complete in the fallest sense. (Molapo 1977).

The fundamental problem with the two-nations thesis
and with any other many-nations thesis in the South Afri-
can context is that it holds within it the twin dangers of
anti-white black chauvinism and ethnic separatism. It may

(223 Gellr {nd) has challenged the theory of internal colonialism along
4 broad front, lts specitic implications for theory and practice in the
national guestion have been outlined in Nosizwe 1979 105-111.

AZANIA WORKER Page 11



not be possible with the ideology of a single nation to tap
all those currents in the South African social formation
which are systematically opposed to such divisive ideol-
ogies and thus o avoid completely the danger of petty
bourgeois controlled movements based on anti-white
chauvinism or ethnic separatism. To the extent, however,
that the revolutionary classes in South Africa accept that
they are part and parcel of a single nation, the liberation
struggle becomes ideologicaily insulated against these
dangers. It seems to me to be the merest wrongheaded-
ness on the part of progressive people to deny that this is
so. Of course, believing in something is no guarantee that
it will happen. The objective basis for the realisation of the
idea has to exist, otherwise it remains ne more than a
dream and an illusion. In a number of previous attempts
{see Alexander 1983; Alexander 1984; Nosizwe 1979
passim), ] have tried to demenstrate both the feasibility
and the superiority from the point of view of a socialist or
working class project in South Africa of the one-nation
thests. In doing so, 1 have tried to reconcile the theoretical
implications of this view with the view that the struggle in
this country is one for nationai liberation at the same time
as it is a struggle for class emancipatjon.

The position of this fourth view of the nation can be put
concisely and summarily. Its antecedents, particularly in
the Unity Movement and in the Pan-Africanist Congress,
have been dealt with in some detail in Nosizwe (1979: 111-
120). According to this view, the people of South Africa
are being moulded intc one unified nation by the twin
forces of capitalist development and the class struggle
resulting from it. The national bourgeoisie, for reasons of
capitalist accumulation, in effect aborted the nation in
1910 by fragmenting and freezing the population into four
‘races’ and a number of ‘tribal’ or 'ethnic’ groups. As long
as primary, especially extractive, industry was the domi-
nant sector of the South African economy, or as long as the
development of a large and diversified domestic market
for the products of secondary industry and for tertiary ser-
vices did not exist, this system produced the superprofits
that justified it. In the course of the ensuing class
struggles, and especially after 1945, the black workers
gradually became the decisive force that will determine
the direction of the entire system of racial capitalism. The
oppression of the totality of the black people, which is one
of the main features of the system, is akin to colonial
oppression in a number of respects. It is national oppres-
sion in the sense that the vast majority of the people are
denied the rights and privileges of nationhood, i.e., demo-
cratic rights, purely on the basis of the colour of their
skins.

Because of the peculiarities of capitalist development in
South Africa, the only way in which racial discrimination
and racial inequality, i.e., national oppression, can be
abolished is through the abolition of the capitalist struc-
tures themselves. The only class, however, which can
bring into being such a (socialist) system is the black work-
ing class. On it, by virtue of its unique historical position,
devolves the task of mobilising all the oppressed and
exploited classes for the abolition of the system of racial
capitalism. In doing so, it has to unite the workers and
their allies by undermining the divisive factors which have
as a matter of policy been retained and invented by differ-
ent ruling class governments in order to disorganise the
South African proletariat. Beyond that, the working class
has to devise counter-hegemonic strategies and practices
which prepare the ground, in fact will constitute the
ground, upon which the Azanian nation will stand.

Although it is a secondary question, we have to add to
this analysis the fact that the physical and political reinte-
gration of the so-called independent homelands consti-
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tutes another aspect of the salution of the national gues-
tion. National upification and national reuntfication are
part and parcel of the same process of national iibe_raﬁcm_,
In this view. the workers of South Africa are exercising the
right of self-determination by rejecting, in concrete mass
struggles as much as in the programmes of their political
organisations, the partition and balkanisation of our

country.

Constructing the
Azanian nation

The positive historical task of the black workers in solving
the national question in South Africa is the construction of
the (socialist) nation of Azania. This construction takes
place in alf the dimensions of the social formation, i.e.,
economically, politically and ideologically.

Although certain economic forms and structures rele-
vant to a South Africa free of exploitation and oppression
are emerging out of the present struggle, it is in the nature
of the process of liberation that the political and ideologi-
cal construction of the new nation precedes its socio-econ-
omic realisation. Indeed, such politico-ideological con-
struction is an inescapable precondition for the formal
realisation of the nation both as having new socio-econ-
omic content and as a juridical entity, i.e., as a new slate.
Gelb (nd:10) has drawn the correct inference from
Anderson’s work that

...nationalist struggle involves a process of ideological

construction of this different nation, rather than simply

reflecting a pre-given nation.

Besides the many ways in which the workers in struggle
construct the new nation — and it has to be emphasised
that this is the ground on which everything else rests,
without which all other efforts by individuals and organis-
ations would be mere voluutarism — specific tasks fall to
the ‘organic intetlectuals’ of the working class in systema-
tising the discourse in which this struggle is conducted
(see Alexander 1984: 2-4; and see O’Meara 1983: 15 for
the useful distinction, derived from Gramsei between
‘Literary’ and "Popular’ forms of an ideology).

One of the ways in which organic intellectuals

can use their access to scientific ox scholarly skills is

precisely by assisting the class in which they are rooted

te fashion an oppositional or, more accurately, a

connter-hegemonic ideology. This they do by, amongst

other things, careful attention to the language which is
inserted info and generalised in the pelitical pro-
grammes and actions of the organisations of their class.

The importance of this scholarly activity derives from

the fact that it is in and through language that the

tndividual is constituted as a subject. (Alexander

1984: 15},

Lest I be accused of generating an elitist notion of the
rote of inteliectuals in the process of liberation, I hasten to
add that the process of ideclogical production is not a
unidirectional one in which intellectuals fill the empty
minds of proletarians or of other class agents with a
symbolical instrumentarium appropriate to their ‘class
interests’. It is a ‘complex two-way process of learning and
unfearning’ (Therborn 1982: 73). Therborn, indeed,
reminds us that significant ideological mobilisations do
not

seemn to owe much fo the correctness or conjunctural

adequacy of elaboraie programmes or grand theorles.

The key figures in processes of ideological mobilisation



are not theoreticians and writers of books, but orators,

preachers, journalists, pamphleteers, politicians, and

initiators of bold practical action. (Therborn 1982: 119).

I have stressed elsewhere (see Alexander 1984) that one
of the main tasks of the organic intellectuals of the work-
ing class in South Africa today is to counteract the reifica-
tion of concepts such as ‘race’ and ‘ethnic group’ which
are clearly being promoted by traditional intellectuals and
by organic intellectuals of the ruling class to facilitate the
perpetuation of the domination and subjugation of the
exploited and oppressed classes.

By accepting, for example, the reality of entities such as

‘ethnic groups’ as part of what has been called the

Cartesian Order ‘which is suitable for analysis of the

world into separately existing parts...’, we deprive our-

selves a priori of the possibility of probing alternative,
possibly more constructive discourses. For by doing so
we reinforce the ethnic stabilisation or freezing of our
audience through our ideological productions (Alexan-
der 1984: 21).
To put it differently: it is necessary for the organic intellec-
tuals of the working class to undertake a process of decon-
struction of existing ideological discourses to which the
black workers are subject, by ‘analysing the process and
conditions of (their) construction out of the available dis-
courses’ (see Belsey 1985: 103-124 on ‘Deconstructing the
text’). An excellent example of this process is O’Meara’s
Volkskapitalisme where, using the example of Afrikaner
nationalism, he demonstrates ‘why and under what con-
ditions...differentiated collectivities of people come to be
organised in terms of one ideology rather than another...’
and in doing so, he successfully attacks Adam and Gilio-
mee for failing to explain this in their work on Afrikaner
nationalism because they use ‘the highly circular concept
of ‘ethnic mobilisation’ in which a priori ‘ethnically organ-

(23) The internal quote is from D Bohm, Wholeness and the Impli-

cate Order, p.xiv.

ised groups’ compete with each other for scarce resources’
(O’Meara 1983: 8).

Much of what is possible and what has to be done, I
have already dealt with elsewhere (see Alexander 1985).
What has to be stressed, however, is the vital political and
social importance of creating a new discourse, the urgent
need to realise that language is much more than a passive
reflection of a pre-existent, autonomous reality, that,
indeed, the language we use, by virtue of the fact that it is
the medium through which the historical subject is con-
structed, helps to construct the reality within which we act
and to which we react. While we have to guard against all
idealist temptations and test everything we do against the
non-discursive practices and possibilities of the working
class, we need to realise that attention to this formative
role of language is the province par excellence of the
organic intellectual.

How to let a combination of word and deed render
irrelevant possible ethnic identities and existing ethnic
consciousnesses and subsume them under a larger
national consciousness without destroying the rich cultural
diversity of the people of South Africa: that is the stuff of
politics, especially of cultural politics today; this is one of
the major points of dispute on the national question
between different political tendencies. How, further, to
prevent national consciousness from being transformed
into an exclusivist or sectional-communal consciousness
that will undermine the struggle for a South Africa free of
exploitation and oppression, i.e., for a socialist Azania:
this is the other side of the national question in South
Africa. Both sides of the question are answered positively
only if the leadership of the working class in the national
liberation struggle is ensured. This practical side of the
national question requires another paper, one which I
hope this paper and others I and other essayists have
written previously will help to make possible. For
activists in the national liberation movement, such a paper
is a dire necessity.
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