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The IFAA Student and Youth Bimonthly provides a look at a range of important 

ideas that are prominent in progressive discourse, this first edition focuses primarily 

on Race, Colonialism and Identity Politics, each edition will have its own specific focus. 

In addition to this, the Bimonthly is meant to keep the IFAA network informed 

about the activities of IFAA Forums and the IFAA Student and Youth department. 

The Bimonthly includes essays written by IFAA Associates, summaries of previous 

forums presented at IFAA and a recommended reading list.  

This issue features four pieces in its “Critical Essays” section. The first two pieces are 

biographical: on Nelson Mandela and Robert Sobukwe, focused on how these iconic 

figures encountered issues of race and colonialism, written by Rekang Jankie, an 

IFAA intern. The third piece is by Michael Nassen Smith and functions as a defence 

of Marxism against charges of class reductionism. It incorporates a brief history on 

the role of communists and other Marxists in the anti-apartheid struggle. The fourth 

piece by ‘Manapo ‘Mokose is a historical overview of the history of African 

Socialism, dealing with the manner in which the first crop of post- liberation leaders 

reconciled socialism with their vision of Pan-Africanism.  

The “Recommended Readings” section of this Bimonthly focuses on the theme of 

identity politics.  The first linked article is by Kimberlé Crenshaw (who is credited 

with coining the term ‘Intersectionality’) titled “Why Intersectionality Can’t Wait”. 

Intersectionality is a response to the shortcomings of mainstream feminism and anti-

racism. The second article is by Adolph Reed Jr. titled “The Limits of Anti-Racism”. 

Reed argues that the dominant discourse of racial disparity and anti-racist political 

praxis are misdirected.  The third article by Sharon Smith titled “Mistaken Identity – 

or can identity politics liberate the oppressed”, is a historical overview of the origins of 

various identity based movements while criticizing the ability of identity politics to 

forge a unified struggle against systematic oppression. 
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Critical Essays 

 

Mandela and the questions of Violence, Communism and 

Decolonisation 

Rekang Jankie 

Introduction 

From his incarceration, to his release from prison, and his 

eventual death Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela has occupied an 

almost saint like position in pop-culture. With global 

recognition and an everlasting place in the history books 

Mandela has often been placed in the same league as the likes 

of Ghandi and Martin Luther King with regards to anti-

oppression politics of non-violence. The mythos of the 

benevolent pacifist has largely overshadowed the realities of an 

individual with complex politics and views on the world. 

These views could be considered dichotomous by some, but were largely in line with 

what can be described as “Political Moderation” (Beresford 2014). 

Mandela on Violence 

Mandela’s incarceration was justified by the state and its allies under the guise of 

him being a violent terrorist. Former US Vice President Dick Cheney once 

characterised his opposition to sanctions against South Africa by lamenting that “the 
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ANC was then viewed as a terrorist organisation” (Jefferson 2013). The claim of 

terrorism stemmed from Mandela’s central role in the formation of the ANC’s armed 

wing: uMkhonto We Sizwe (MK). Primarily focused on acts of sabotage, Mandela 

pointed out the necessity of violent resistance by highlighting that peaceful demands 

had been met with violent resistance which could continue no more  (Cohen 2013). 

His decision to call for armed resistance can therefore not be seen as a steadfast 

belief that violent revolution was the only means to overthrow an oppressive state, 

or that all violence against the state is justifiable. So when the state responds to 

peaceful means of resistance with violence and repression, it is a fools errand to 

continue on the same path. Mandela’s position on violence can thus be summed up 

as: violence is justifiable when other means of legitimate protest have been 

suppressed. 

This view on the necessity of violence is one he continued to hold even after his 

release from prison, as exemplified by the Shell House Massacre during the 

transition to South Africa’s first democratic election. When Mandela found out that 

the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) had planned a march to attack Shell House he gave 

an order to defend, “even if they had to kill people”. He justified his actions under 

the broad umbrella of the common law right to self-defence  (Boyle 1995). 

On the matter of violence it is the clear Mandela had no significant shift in his views, 

at least not one that could or should change perceptions of him in either direction. 

Mandela, Communism and the Economy 

Mandela is often times referred to as both a neoliberal sellout and communist. It is 

hard to imagine anyone else being accused of such radically divergent political 

views! The most prominent evidence of his being a communist set out by the late 

Professor Stephen Ellis, in External Mission: the ANC in Exile 1960-1990 where he 

states that Mandela sat in the South African Communist Party’s (SACP) Central 

Committee from 1960-1962 (Myburgh 2015). This assertion is however in direct 

contrast to Mandela’s own testimony at the Treason Trial. When asked pointedly 

whether he was a communist his response was: “If by Communist you mean a member 

of the [South African] Communist Party and a person who believes in the theory of Marx, 
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Engels, Lenin and Stalin, and who adheres strictly to the discipline of the party, I did not 

become a Communist” (Keller 2013). 

If Mandela was not a Communist the question is whether the economic principles he 

adhered to can be considered part of broader Communist thought? The most direct 

evidence we have are Mandela’s own words. Less than a month before his release 

from prison he stated in a letter: “The nationalisation of the mines, banks and monopoly 

industries is the policy of the ANC, and a change of this regard is inconceivable. Black 

Economic Empowerment is a goal we fully support and encourage, but in our situation state 

control of certain sectors of the economy is unavoidable.” ( Mail & Guardian 1990). 

Mandela thus made the case that the state should have a central role in the economy 

through ownership of strategic sectors while allowing for free enterprise in others. 

Whether Mandela was consistent in his views on the state nationalising key sectors 

of the economy is questionable. The Mandela presidency and the subsequent Mbeki 

presidency are infamous for their adherence to neoliberal principles of privatisation. 

During the Mandela presidency approximately R11 Billion (± R29 Billion when 

adjusted for inflation) worth of state owned assets was privatised (The Economist 

1999). In the midst of this mass privatisation the nationalisation of strategic and key 

sectors did not happen. Instead, the Mandela administration undertook what can be 

broadly considered as neoliberal compromises on matters of the economy. However, 

this must be understood in light of the negotiations forced upon the ANC 

government at the time and a global context in which a rampant IMF and Western 

powers promoted neoliberalism.  

Decolonisation 

One of Mandela’s most scathing attacks on the imposition of white supremacy and 

its limitations on the continent came from his trial for incitement to strike illegally 

and leaving the country without a passport in 1962. In his opening statement, he 

questioned the legitimacy of “the white mans” court. He pointed out that he felt 

“oppressed by the atmosphere of white domination that lurks around this courtroom. 

Somehow this atmosphere calls to mind the inhuman injustices caused to my people outside 

this courtroom by the same white people.”  (O'Malley n.d.)  
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By questioning the apartheid government’s courts as an institution of furthering a 

white supremacist culture being imposed, Mandela dealt with what can be 

considered a theory of decolonisation. Mandela argued that “Western” style judicial 

values are inappropriate when forced upon Africans and the only any real change 

would be to remove any remaining power of the colonising forces (Oliver 2016). 

However, another interpretation of this argument holds that Mandela was appealing 

to a universal system of inherent rights and charging the courts of hypocrisy for 

denying the black majority these rights.  

Conclusion 

To describe Mandela as being either a terrorist or a pacifist would be wrong. Nor 

would be accurate to describe him as being a communist or laissez-faire capitalist. 

Instead, like many other iconic individuals, Mandela was a complex person with 

multifaceted views on the world. Mandela did not act on the basis of strict 

ideological purity, but pragmatically accepted the principles of societal 

improvement through whatever necessary means, whether through violence or 

economic compromise.  
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Sobukwe and the Issues of Non-Violence and Non-Racialism 

Introduction 

While Mandela and Biko have dominated 

different sectors of mainstream discourse 

Mangaliso Robert Sobukwe has largely been 

relegated to the side-lines. Therefore it is 

important to revisit the works of the once 

highly influential leader and his relevance to 

the political climate today. Specifically what 

were his views on the political efficacy of non-violence, and the concept of non-

racialism as opposed to multi-racialism in relation to African nationalism.  

Sobukwe on the Virtues of Non-Violence 

A debate that has gripped anti-oppression movements across the globe is the 

question of pursuing violent or non-violent resistance. In the formative years of the 

Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) Sobukwe was firmly in the non-violent camp. In his 

speech preceding the Sharpeville Uprising/Massacre he was adamant that the 

march would observe the principle of absolute non-violence, arguing that the state 

and the police would be the only people to benefit from any violence. He pointedly 

stated: “My instructions, therefore, are that our people must be taught now and 

continuously, that in this campaign we are going to observe absolute non-violence” further 

lamenting “the only people who will benefit from violence are the government and police” 

(Lesch and Douglas 2013). 

Beyond considering political violence beneficial for the state, he also objected to it on 

the basis that violence would alienate many people who were sympathetic to the 
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grievances. Alienation would stem from people being resentful of becoming cannon 

fodder without any tangible results (Ibid). 

Following Sobukwe’s imprisonment the PAC like the ANC would adopt armed 

resistance as a response to increasing state violence by forming the Azanian People’s 

Liberation Army (APLA) also known as Poqo. The nature of Sobukwe’s 

incarceration meant he was removed from the formation of this armed wing. 

However he had harsh criticism for Poqo describing it as a “tsotsi element” and 

being “undisciplined”. He described himself as being opposed to acts of sabotage 

but accepting of the fact that there would have come a point where they were 

necessary (R. Sobukwe 1970).  

Non-Racialism vs Multi-Racialism 

While the ANC and the SACP espoused a notion of multi-racialism Sobukwe was 

fundamentally opposed to this, instead preferring a philosophy of non-racialism. He 

argued that multi-racialism accepts the false belief that race true. Non-racialism on 

the other hand was rooted in the idea that because the biological concept of race is 

false it would be foolish to then base the ideal society on it (Alexander 2014). Further 

criticism of multi-racialism was rooted in the fact that because South Africa had long 

fostered group prejudices and antagonism, keeping racial classification would “be 

transporting to the new Africa these very antagonisms and conflicts”, and that multi 

racialism was pandering to “European bigotry and arrogance” (Ibid). His non-

racialism was emphasised by the ideal of Africanism that did not consider race to be 

relevant in who was considered African. A view he articulated clearly when he 

stated his ideal of “government of the Africans by the Africans, for the Africans, with 

everybody who owes his only loyalty to Afrika and who is prepared to accept the democratic 

rule of an African majority being regarded as an African. We guarantee no minority rights, 

because we think in terms of individuals, not groups” (R. M. Sobukwe 1959) 

While Sobukwe rejected the concept of biological race he can be described as 

accepting of the sociological concept of race. This understanding was as such the 

basis of how he practiced African nationalism. He viewed non-racialism as the end 

goal of society but preached for an exclusively black resistance movement so as to 
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not be corrupted by what he viewed as self-interested whites. He 

accepted/conceded the argument that one couldn’t organise people on the basis of 

exclusivism and then hope that those people would come to view non-Africans as 

being African. He however justified this position by saying he and his peers would 

be absolved in the future with the understanding that they had chosen the correct 

path (R. Sobukwe 1970). However, the PAC was unable to gather momentum as the 

Congress Traditions emphasis on multi-racialism ensured broad participation and 

the PAC embraced an even more strident racialism as time went on.  

Conclusion 

Sobukwe held a whole host of views on a number of complex social issues. He 

opposed violence as a political tool since he viewed it as counterproductive in 

nature. He rejected the concept of race in support of the idea of a singular race while 

simultaneously supporting a racially exclusive anti-oppression movement.  
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Did Someone Say Class Reductionism? Marx and Race 

[This is notated from a presentation given at the IFAA Forum in 2015] 

Michael Nassen Smith 

 

Since the end of the Cold War and Francis 

Fukuyama’s declaration of the “End of History” 

Marxism has been in the retreat. While the right has 

welcomed TINA (there-is-no-alternative) and attempt 

to resolve social issues within the paradigm of 

capitalist liberal democracy, left wing academic 

scholarship has found a new home in postmodern 

identity politics. As a result, critiques of capitalism 

are increasingly being grounded in psycho-cultural 

explanatory frameworks. In short, Marx’s materialistic critique of capitalism has 

been replaced by an idealist one which attempts to equate the capitalist mode of 

production, and its destructive power, to a specific cultural expression or ethic. 

Capitalism is increasingly being conceptualised as a product of “white” or “western” 

civilisation. The international class struggle has thus been replaced by a struggle 

between civilisations in the imagination of much of the global left, with postcolonial 

theory supplanting Marxism as its dominant theoretical framework.   

There are three specific criticisms of Marxism I will engage with here. The first holds 

that Marxism’s European origins means it has no purchase in the non-Western 

world. The second accuses Marxism of class reductionism, maintaining that it cannot 

account for racial, gender and other injustices. In advancing class as its principal 
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analytic and political category, Marxism inadvertently degrades or discards outright 

other necessary avenues of progressive struggle. Finally, the third posits that Marx’s 

deterministic account of history serves as an implicit justification for the project of 

colonialism, understanding it as a necessary step on the march toward socialism. 

Marxism is thus a part of the project of a teleological Western modernity, even while 

it purports to be subversive of this. One could embrace all three or merely one or 

two of the above criticisms. In either case, each criticism is sufficient to prove 

Marxism’s limited appeal or, at worst, irrelevance, to contemporary progressive 

politics in South Africa.   

I reject all of the above points of critique. First, Marxism’s European origins have 

nothing to do with the validity of its method and strength of its analysis of any 

modern society-European or otherwise. Second, Marxism in both theory and practice 

is not class reductionism. If what one means by class reductionism is that Marx was 

fascinated theoretically with a pure politics of class struggle between the bourgeoisie 

and proletariat, and that Marxist parties or social movements have historically only 

been concerned with mobilizing around the conflict between capital and labour, then 

the historical record is against you. Marx’s writings on slavery, colonialism, and 

racism, demonstrate the seriousness with which he took political (or super-

structural/ideological) struggle. His seriousness has been mimicked by Marxist 

parties and organizations. The relationship between anti-colonial and socialist 

struggle, anti-racism, and woman’s oppression, have always constituted principal 

concerns for Marxism in theory and praxis. Finally, the charge that Marx, for all his 

revolutionary pretenses, was merely a colonialist in disguise, or, to paraphrase 

Edward Said, a “left-wing” colonialist, is founded on his early writings on India. 

Marx, indeed, could be accused of a naïve teleology in the early 1850’s. However, he 

was to abandon it, becoming a staunch supporter of anti-colonial struggles. I argue 

here that the in vogue criticisms of Marxism seem appealing only because they are 

based on intellectual and historical caricature. The analysis I undertake below 

focuses on Marxism’s relationship to anti-racist and anti-colonial struggles with 

particular relevance to South African political history.  
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Racism  

I want to begin by outlining a Marxist theory of racism by asking: when did the idea 

of racism enter into the vocabulary of human beings? 

Of course, it would be false to assume that racism is specific to capitalism, that there 

was no racism in pre-capitalist societies. The experience of nomads, Gypsies, Jews 

throughout history seems to fly in the face of this. It seems as if human beings have 

always had the capacity to be racist, to view the “Other” with suspicion. Racism, like 

aggression, violence, selfishness and other harmful practices, are human 

potentialities. And of course, societies or cultures are generally organized around or 

value certain potentialities over others. The question any sociologist must ask is 

simply why this potentiality over that? Why, or, how does a society come to value 

certain potentialities over others? 

For Marxists, it is no accident that the institutionalisation of the ideology of racial 

supremacy into the political, economic and legislative frameworks of societies across 

the globe, coincided with the colonial projects initiated by the major European 

powers.   

Is the idea of racial supremacy culturally specific? Is the Western metaphysic at its 

core racist? Is this idea inscribed into the heart of the Western way of knowing the 

world? And so, is racism a product of European cultural dominance? These are some 

of the claims that post-colonial theorists and their fellow-travellers are prone to 

making these days. In doing so, as they reproduce a “clash of civilisations” rubric 

that has long been a staple for the reactionary, and at time, fascist right.   

One of my biggest concerns about the left in the time of post-colonialism is its 

tendency to treat the West as a monolith. That is, to see the “Western” philosophical, 

cultural and political tradition as un-contested. Marx’s analysis of 19th Century 

Europe certainly complicates such essentialism, concerned as he was with explaining 

why certain ideas in Europe gained currency at the expense of others as a function of 

the distribution of material power within that society. Why was it, for example, that 

the ideas of nomads and monks who pledged a life of humility and poverty did not 
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become dominant? Why did the ideas of communality and friendship associated 

with the utopian socialists fail to reach hegemonic status? These were no less 

Western and European in origin to the individualistic, selfish and imperialist ideals 

the postcolonial left assign to the “west” today?  

By emphasising the need to start a sociological analysis with an examination of the 

material organization, and distribution of power, within a particular society, Marx 

was able to demonstrate how those who held the means of production, or material 

wealth, are interested in propagating ideas that would ensure the reproduction of 

their class position and material interests. The collection of these ideas Marx called 

the superstructure, and he saw its representatives in the state, church, press, political 

parties, and other discourse shaping institutions. To answer the previous question, 

the ideas of frugality, communality, and so on, never entered into mainstream 

discourse as this conflicted with the requirements of capital accumulation. They 

existed, they were part of European culture. But they did not constitute the 

dominant culture. This was not essential to Europe, but rather a product of 

capitalism.   

How does this all relate to racism?  

For Marx, the institutionalisation of racism, served the material interests of the 

dominant class in Europe. As a consequence, racist ideas, which, as I said above, are 

a human potentiality that has existed in many forms across the ages, were 

increasingly being promulgated in the press, political institutions, and even in 

scientific discourses like biology within European society.  Crucially, and to 

emphasise, from this analysis we can infer that the discursive frameworks that were 

to shape ideas of racial supremacy, and in turn, shape the subjective experience of 

subjects who acquired meaning through these, were activated and consolidated by 

the material interests of the dominant class, not as a result of an a-priori bias of 

Western culture writ large.   

I want to mention a few quotes to demonstrate how Marx understood the 

relationship between racist ideology, slavery and colonialism and the early stages of 

capitalist development to perhaps reinforce my point here. He wrote:  
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“The turning of Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting of black 

skins,” is the pivotal point that “signalized the rosy dawn of the era of 

capitalist production.” 

 “Direct slavery is the pivot of our industrialism today as much as machinery, 

credit, etc. Without slavery you have no cotton, without cotton you have no 

modern industry. It is slavery that has given value to the colonies; it is the 

colonies that created world trade; it is world trade that is the necessary 

condition for large-scale machine industry.”  

From this he wrote: “slavery is an economic category of the highest importance.” 

Racism is thus a crucial legitimating ideology for the colonial project, itself a function 

of the desire for capital accumulation, a desire which, as Marx theories in the 

Communist Manifesto, transcends national boundaries.   

Marx and anti-colonialism 

In spite of the fact that Marx’s anti-capitalism implied an anti-slavery stance; 

criticisms of Marx usually advance from saying something like: this is all very well 

and good. But didn’t Marx see capitalist development as an inevitability? For while 

he spoke about the horrors of colonial violence, his deterministic account of history 

would seem to justify it as a necessary stage of history. Moreover, Marx himself 

wrote about the damaging effects of British rule and colonial capitalism in India; but 

he also celebrated England’s role-he wrote “even if actuated only by the vilest 

interests-in pushing India away from caste-based oppression towards its destiny as a 

modern country.” England is bringing India into History.   

There is no point in defending Marx here. He was still labouring under the influence 

of Hegel, his philosophical reference point, who argued that history moves in leaps 

and bounds towards Absolute Spirit or a perfect society-Hegel, incidentally believed 

that the Prussian Monarch was the End of History. However, it would be equally 

wrong to reduce Marx’s writings on colonialism to this work. Marx’s views on India 

and the Orient would vastly change due to his studies of certain anthropological 

texts and his journalistic work which brought him close to political struggles in the 

colonial world.   
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Thus, the first volume of Capital contains a searing critique of Edward Gibbon 

Wakefield, an advocate of the “civilizing mission,” and Marx’s letters from Algeria 

also mark a sharp break with his earlier views. He also was to write an impassioned 

defence of the Sepoy rebellion of 1857, encouraging the Indian resistance to the 

British.  

We can then say that any comment on Marx’s attitude towards India that considers 

his 1853 articles alone, without exploring the whole history of his statements on the 

colonies until his last writings (this has unfortunately been done by several authors-

most notably Edward Said), and builds on those articles in order to formulate a 

general judgment on his ‘Orientalist’ or ‘Eurocentric’ bias, is fundamentally flawed 

and unsound.  

Yet perhaps, the set of writings that dispel the myth that Marx was a class 

reductionist and a colonial apologist, are those on slavery.  

Marx the abolitionist and anti-racist, the need to engage in political struggle 

In Marx’s view, the 1861-65 Civil War in the United States constituted one of the 

century’s major battles for human emancipation. 

Why was Marx an abolitionist? Why did he encourage the Worker’s International to 

make common cause with the slaves in America? Why did he write several letters to 

Abraham Lincoln, pressuring him to carry through on his promise to stamp out 

resistance to change in the American South? 

Marx hated slavery because it prevented the oppressed from uniting against the 

dehumanizing system that is capitalism.  He stressed that in order to even fathom 

the destruction of capitalism in the United States; whites must fight alongside blacks 

for the emancipation of slaves into equals, to form a larger, unified working class. 

You can see here that Marx, far from reducing the fight against capitalism to class 

politics, was arguing for a decidedly political or ideological battle, namely the 

destruction of racism.  

Ultimately, Marx’s socialist vision was a society in which black and white would 

meet as equals and all false ideologies of superiority and inferiority were brought to 
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book. This at a time when other European philosophers were seeking for theoretical 

foundations for racism in metaphysics, and scientists were offering up biological 

accounts of the inferiority of people of colour.  

Marx’s fight against such racist thinking was also not limited to America. He also 

fought against English racism to Irish workers. Seeing how ruling classes stoked up 

ideas of nationalism to keep the English and Irish away from one another and in 

conflict, he wrote: “Racism is the greatest enemy of the working class.”  

With all this in mind, to paint Marx as a class reductionist, if by that you mean that 

he was only concerned with class politics is to mischaracterise him. He focuses on 

class as an analytic lens, to explain how certain ideas become institutionalized to 

serve particular interests. He recognized the urgent need to dispel myths of racial 

supremacy so that the common enemy, capitalism, would be confronted. This project 

taken up by Lenin after him in his writings on colonialism that profoundly 

influenced revolutionary movements in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Black 

Marxists like C.L.R James and George Padmore, who attempted to fuse Pan-

Africanism with Marxism, further developed a Marxist theory of anti-colonial 

struggle. Dependency theory is another Marxist paradigm emerging out of the 

Global South in the 20th century.   

The National Question in South Africa 

In the South African case, there can be no doubt about the intimate relationship 

between early industrialisation and racist legislation. As we know, Cecil John 

Rhodes did not mince his words-South Africa’s industrial development was to be 

built on the back of the black man. The legislative architecture he put in place was 

then taken up and further entrenched by the National Party in 1948.  

Blacks in South Africa were directed to the mines as cheap labour to ensure higher 

profits. Their movement was limited, and their education was designed to keep 

them in check. South African capitalism thus took a racial character. Class collapsed 

into race, presenting a unique challenge for Marxist thinkers. With this in mind, how 

would a communist party fight white minority rule politically, and capitalist rule 
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economically?  

The Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA), founded in 1921, was directed by the 

Soviet Union just a few years after the revolution of 1917, to work with the 

Nationalist movement in South Africa for an independent native republic as a stage 

towards a workers republic with full, equal rights for all races. This, famously 

dubbed the Native Republic Thesis, was further developed in the 1950s into 

Colonialism of a Special Type thesis which saw South African society as a form of 

internal colonialism where the settlers and colonial subjects lived side by side. The 

task was first to smash the colonial arrangement and second, to fight for socialism.  

Although this was resisted at first by elements of the party who believed that a 

broad struggle for socialism could be waged in South Africa immediately, a position 

that many on the left, both black and white, would return to over and over again in 

the 20th century, the party would actively engage in the anti-colonial struggle and 

demand full political freedoms for the black majority. Between the years of 1930s to 

the banning of the party in 1950s the communist party was fully Africanised. 

Prominent black Marxists such Moses Kotane and JB Marks would play a crucial role 

in facilitating ties with the ANC.  

However, in 1950s the CPSA was banned under the Suppression of Communist Act. 

I want to pause here and to ask why the apartheid government found communists 

so threatening. Why was the party the first to go? I have two theses. First, has to do 

with the non-racial character of the party. By organizing across racial barriers the 

communist party directly challenged apartheid racist ideology. They exposed the lie 

that racial groups could not find common cause with one another due to some 

essence that divides them. For the apartheid government to allow this to go 

unchallenged was in fact to admit ideological defeat. Second, the diagnosis the 

communists offered up about the collusion between capitalism and racism, exposing 

the structural driver of racial inequality, could not be tolerated. For all the white 

English liberal capitalists distaste for the Afrikaner, he nonetheless voted for the 

continuance of racially discriminatory laws for blacks, coloureds and Indians. Under 

capitalist development, the aspirant Afrikaner political elite and the traditional 
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Englishman economic powerhouse found a common cause  

Developments in Marxist thought  

I do not have time to explore all developments in Marxist thinking that took place in 

South Africa during the fight against apartheid. Trade Union movements based on 

Western Marxist ideas, Trotskyist groupings, the Unity Movement and how those 

differed from each other and the ANC/SACP Marxism, should be studied by all 

eager to gain an understanding of South African political history. Within all Marxists 

traditions in South Africa however, the national question remained the key 

theoretical focus, with serious debates on the proper balance to be struck between 

socialist and nationalist politics. As a cursory reading of this history will reveal, the 

sides of the debate were not racially defined, as many black Marxists (e.g. William 

Thibedi, Neville Alexander) argued for a greater emphasis on class struggle and 

many white Marxists (e.g. Michael Harmel, Joe Slovo) argued for a greater emphasis 

on racial/national struggle. It is surely worthwhile to revisit, interrogate and update 

these perspectives.  

I will end by drawing the readers’ attention to a few quotes. The first are two quotes 

from ANC policy documents to which all Marxists would have adhered to.  

“In our country—more than in any other part of the oppressed 

world—it is inconceivable for liberation to have meaning without a return of 

the wealth of the land to the people as a whole. It is therefore a fundamental 

feature of our strategy that victory must embrace more than formal political 

democracy. To allow the existing economic forces to retain their interests 

intact is to feed the root of racial supremacy and does not represent even the 

shadow of liberation.” ~ ANC Strategy and Tactics 

 

“In contrast to many old-style nationalist movements in Africa, we 

believe there can be no national liberation without social liberation. . . . The 

aims of our national-democratic revolution will only be fully realized with the 

construction of a social order in which all the historic consequences of 

national oppression and its foundation, economic exploitation, will be 

liquidated.” ANC, Report of the Politico-Military Strategy Commission (1979). 
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The following are from the union movements of the 1970’s and 1980’s. Within a 

centre page article in the newspaper of the Council of Unions of South Africa, A 

Black Consciousness Union, one finds the following:  

“The real struggle is for a new system which will redistribute the wealth of 

this country to as many people as possible-selfish and individualistic 

capitalism has no place in it. The government realises this. It is not trying to 

preserve an irrational racism. It is fighting for the survival of capitalism.”  

At the 1987 NUM Congress President James Motlatsi declared:  

“the crisis is a crisis of capitalism, because it will not be able to address our 

needs and demands. For that we need to find alternatives which will 

guarantee that the wealth which is produced by the working people is 

enjoyed by the people.”  

We know that the ANC has abandoned these socialist sounding views, moving 

further and further to the right in the age of neoliberalism. There is no longer a 

strong socialist Black Consciousness voice and an independent trade union 

perspective, although the birth of a new federation in the country signals a rebirth. 

The aspirations of the black working class, outlined in the second set of quotes 

above, are dealt a hammer blow by the continued failure of socialist organizing in 

the post-apartheid period.  

This shift to the right however is not unique to South Africa and there is a sense in 

which Fukuyama won; socialism is a pipe dream in the age of globalized capitalism. 

However, this capitulation to the dictates of capitalism would only do what the ANC 

said it would do in the 1960’s and 1970s: feed the root of racial supremacy and 

inequality. We are dealing with the harmful effects of that today, with the explosion 

of racial tension that now typifies our society. To dismiss Marx off the false views 

propagated by postcolonial theory and identity politics not only undermines the 

grounds upon which a working class politics can be built today, it also denies the 

possibility of reaching into the history of the local left to plot a path to an equitable 

society. 



20 | P a g e  
 

 

 

 

 

African Socialism: A Critique 

 

The concept African socialism developed at a 

time when many African states were 

preparing for independence. This was during 

the 1950s, when the pressing issue 

confronting the first crop of African leaders 

was how to approach development and 

nation building after colonialism. The 

general format was a break away from the 

Western model of economic development, 

which had been imposed upon African 

countries during colonialism. The outcome of 

this model, capitalism, had left African countries without transport and 

manufacturing infrastructure, with a heavy product dependency on Western 

economies, and unequal trade relations between Africa and their colonial 

proprietors. During colonialism, European imperialists validated their unwelcomed 

conquest of other lands with a claim that they were bringing civilization and 

development to their respective colonies. The reality was that in these colonies, little 

was left in the way of developmental mechanisms. The roads and railroads that they 

built were not intended to develop national infrastructures but to facilitate the 

export of African raw materials to the empires. Further, the colonial powers didn’t 

develop industries through which African countries could then develop their wealth 

of raw materials. The result was that African states then depended on Europe for 

processed goods. Having been on the receiving end of an unjust system, African 



21 | P a g e  
 

leaders rejected capitalism for what they felt to be a more impartial development 

model, socialism. Theirs was a socialism of a unique kind. It strayed from the 

Western socialism that was touted by Marxian philosophy and instead, drew from 

African realities to develop what came to be known as African socialism.  

 

 

Understanding African Socialism 

 

African socialism developed as a doctrine that catered to the social, political and 

economic realities of Africa. It gained the support of many leaders and thinkers who 

contributed differently to it. Through Julius Nyerere, the doctrine found expression 

in what he coined ujamaa (African familyhood). Leopold Senghor made reference to 

negritude, while Kenneth Kaunda talked of humanism, Kwame Nkrumah of 

consciencism1 and Sekou Touré of communocracy. From their individual 

contributions, the doctrine came to be comprised of varying and distinct 

perspectives. There was however, a common thread that ran through their 

individual views that made way for a working definition of the doctrine. From it, we 

may define African socialism as an attempt to regain and modernize2 the traditional 

African’s communal way of life before their encounter with the world and values of 

the white man. The theory sought to recapture the collectivism that was specific to 

African cultural and social norms and to move away from the individualism that 

was injected into Africa by Western capitalism. Thus, African socialism was an effort 

at an anti-imperialist social system that is rooted in African soil and tries to have 

Africa break away from Western markets3. In terms of effecting development 

therefore, African socialism aligned itself more with the idea that the best way to 

address social and economic inequalities was through state control of markets and 

                                                           
1 Nkrumah had initially identified as an African socialist but abandoned the term when it seemed to him that 
African states were shelving what seemed to be diverse and irreconcilable social, political, and economic policies 
under the single term of ‘African socialism’. For Nkrumah, the existence of alternative classifications to African 
Socialism engendered uncertainties to the meaning and policies of the term (Nkrumah, 1967). 
2 Modernization here does not mean the pursuit of Western standards but an upgrade of African realities 
according to contemporary context. 
3 Agbaje, A. (1991). Critical Conceptual Issues in Third world Economic Diplomacy. UJ Ogwu and OA Olukoshi 
(1991) The Economic Diplomacy of the NigerianState. Lagos: Nigeria Institute of International Affairs (NIIA) 
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distribution. A look into the specific views of the various African socialists explains 

why this was a desired move. As aforementioned, there are several of them. Two 

African socialists will however be discussed here, Nkrumah and Nyerere. Their 

theoretical contributions to the doctrine are considered to be a fair representation of 

the group. 

 

Nyerere’s Ujamaa 

 

Nyerere’s African socialism was constructed around the concept of ujamaa, or 

“familyhood” as the statesman described it. It was motivated by his interest to 

extend to the socialist project, a native African identity that was grounded in the 

historical memories and realities of Africa, Nyerere contended that socialism was 

inherent in the African societal structure and therefore that adopting African 

Socialism would simply be a reversion to pre-colonial frameworks of society. He 

argued that “we, in Africa, have no more need of being “converted” to socialism 

than we have of being “taught” democracy”4. For Nyerere, the pre-colonial African 

society was devoid of “class” or “caste” and everyone was a worker5. In the same 

vein, Nyerere declared that there hadn’t been any rich people in Africa, and that 

wealth was not used to dominate others. He presented African society as one of 

equals, where land, house and food were shared. Furthermore, Nyerere maintained 

that traditional African societies were democratic, a view that he captured in his 

statement “they talk till they agree. His entire project was founded on his stance that 

like democracy, socialism was an attitude of the mind6.  

 

To implement African socialism Nyerere developed a policy on socialism and self-

reliance referred to as the Arusha Declaration. The Declaration encompassed 

ujamaa’s rejection of capitalism as it organized society on the basis of the 

exploitation of man by man and of Marxism which built society on the philosophy of 

                                                           
4 Nyerere, J. K. (1968). Freedom and socialism: Uhuru na ujamaa; a selection from writings and speeches, 1965-1967. 
Oxford University Press, p. 12 
5 Ibid. p. 11 
6 Ibid, p. 1 
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inevitable conflict between men. With it, Tanzania would seek a path of self-reliance 

that de-emphasised industrial development and material wealth for its own sake 

and promoted cooperation for the common good of society rather than competition 

for individual private gain. With that, Nyerere enforced a policy of villagization 

where people were relocated to villages in order to practice collective agriculture. He 

saw many benefits coming out of this. He believed the process would congregate the 

rural population which would then benefit from state services such as health care 

and education and develop a sense of community that would eradicate the tribalism 

that had plagued many post-colonial states7.  

 

The implementation of ujamaa was flawed, though. Few who were forced to move 

by the state appreciated it, and some were forced to move at times that meant they 

had to leave fields already sown with that year's harvest. Food production fell, and 

the country's economy suffered. There were advances in terms of public education, 

but Tanzania was fast becoming one of Africa's poorer countries, kept afloat by the 

foreign aid. In 1985, when Nyerere stepped down from power, Tanzania abandoned 

its experiment with African socialism8. 

 

Nkrumah’s Consciencism 

 

Like Nyerere, Nkrumah’s philosophy was grounded in recourse to African history. 

He believed that Africa’s history could guide and direct its reconstruction after 

colonialism9. He differed from Nyerere in that he saw this reconstruction as possible 

only if the contemporary realities of African societies were acknowledged. Nyerere 

advocated for a reversion to the communal African society. Nkrumah viewed this as 

an impossible feat. He argued that current African societies had been significantly 

influenced by contemporary experiences and that there was no way of ignoring that. 

 

                                                           
7 Alofun, O. (2014). African Socialism: A Critique. IOSR Journal of Humanities And Social Science, 19(8), p. 69-71. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Nkrumah, K. (1970). Consciencism philosophy and ideology for de-colonization. P. 68 
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Nkrumah outlined three experiences that had shaped African dynamics, the 

traditional African society, the Islamic presence as well as the Euro-Christian 

presence. He argued that these were ushered in by colonialism but that its defeat 

would not result in their automatic disappearance. For Nkrumah, the latter two 

altered the character of traditional African society to such a degree that philosophical 

thought was necessary to restore the African conscience. This African conscience 

would be restored not by a reversion to African societies – which was impossible to 

do – but by drawing from the values of those past societies to improve upon the 

contemporary African society.  

 

Critical Analysis 

Various objections have been levelled against Nkrumah and Nyerere’s philosophies. 

Chief among them are that both politicians drew from utopian ideals of pre-colonial 

African societies and that both their works were inspired by imported ideologies. 

While these criticisms expose some real similarities between their standpoints, 

predominantly, they expose the supremacy that Nkrumah’s African Socialism had 

over Nyerere’s Ujamaa. 

 

Pertinent to the utopian critique, the views of Okadigbo, Rodney, and Babu come to 

mind. These authors identified in Nkrumah’s philosophy a basis that was influenced 

more by what he perceived Africa should be than the reality of what it was10; a 

denial of the existence of a class structure in Ghana; and a revisionist policy that 

could not be applied across time and space11. While these inferences may be right in 

their objections to African socialism, they expose a mistake by these writers to 

categorize Nkrumah’s philosophy within that ideology. Nkrumah illuminated his 

position, categorically distanced himself from African Socialism, and equally 

condemned the very African socialist characteristics that Okadigbo, Rodney and 

Babu accused his philosophy of having. In his essay, African Socialism Revisited 

(1967), Nkrumah criticized African Socialism for making “a fetish of the communal 

                                                           
10 Okadigbo, C. (1985). Consciencism in African Political Philosophy: Nkrumah's Critique. 
11 Babu, A. R. M. (1981). African socialism or socialist Africa? Zed Books 
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African society” and simplifying the African society which he maintained was 

neither classless nor free from hierarchy, and which in fact practiced the business of 

slavery. This is in stark contrast to Nyerere, whose Ujamaa falls within the ambit of 

the ideology that Okadigbo, Rodney, Babu, and even Nkrumah condemned. Nyerere 

readily embraced African Socialism, declaring that “we are committed to something 

we called “African Socialism”12. Nyerere rejected foreign influences, believing that 

simply through reform, Africa could go back to pre-colonial structures of societal 

organization. This was unlike Nkrumah who advocated for Africa to focus on the 

values rather than the structures of traditional African life. Nkrumah embraced the 

material realities of contemporary African society while Nyerere not only fetishized 

the past, but failed to understand and give redress to a present that had strayed too 

far from that past to accommodate its reinsertion. 

 

Ultimately Nkrumah can only be criticised for not qualifying the African values that 

he proposed the reconstruction of contemporary African societies should draw from. 

While true that African societies shared some common values, the suggestion of 

uniformity across all African societies without the provision of some caveat was an 

error. Nyerere is equally guilty here because in his advocacy for the reversion to 

traditional African structures, he neglected the pluralism of African culture and 

forced a false unity upon what was unequivocally diverse13.  

 

Another criticism was that Nyerere and Nkrumah appropriated foreign ideologies. 

The argument was that these two politicians were subjecting Africa to imported 

constructs that would serve to betray its original civilization14. In and of itself, this 

criticism is compromised by its apparent failure to understand the nuances of 

Nkrumah’s philosophy, which understood scientific socialism as a methodology 

instead of an ideology.  

 

                                                           
12 Nyerere, J. K. (1987). Ujamma: the basis of African socialism. The Journal of Pan-African Studies, 1, 4-11. 
13 Hountondji, P. J. (1983). Reason and tradition. Philosophy and cultures, 132-9. 
14 Ibid. 
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Scientific socialism initiates its process with the relationship that man has to the 

material world15. Marxism refers to this as ‘the basis’16 and it pertains to the specific 

mode of production, social relations, and material circumstances that society finds 

itself in – similar to what Nkrumah referred to as the ‘social milieu’ (Zak, 2016, p. 

156). Thus, the basis is specific to particular contexts and fluctuates across space and 

time. Regarding Marxism as an ideology would therefore be erroneous because 

more than anything else, it was applied to Western Europe as a methodology. To the 

extent that methodology is independent of time and space, it could go on to be 

applied to different contexts. Marx himself was careful to articulate this view, 

maintaining that he did not determine a single mechanical progression of history. He 

advised that Das Capital was nothing more than a depiction of the path from which 

the capitalist order emerged in Western Europe and that it was not his intention to 

extend the model of Western Europe as a philosophical theory of the path that all 

people were fated to take17.  

 

Marxism is therefore not a finished product and Nkrumah recognized that. The 

notion that he imported foreign ideologies to Africa is a misguided one that sees 

Marxism as an end and not a means. Nyerere, in adhering to African socialism 

committed this very mistake, as his rejection of the “one pure socialism” (Nyerere, in 

Zak, p.151) that he perceived Marxism to be, demonstrated. His understanding of 

Marx caged it as an ideology and a conclusion, and by failing to embrace it as a 

methodology, he committed the crime of imposing an ideology on African societies 

without a necessary reflection on the contemporary realities that colonialism had left 

behind. Nkrumah did not fall into this trap and thus, his philosophy presented a 

more pragmatic avenue towards the emancipation of the African conscience. Instead 

of forcing upon society, an idyllic concept of where it should be headed, it presented 

the opportunity for man to first understand his social conditions as a way of easing 

the transformation of thought to practice.  

                                                           
15 Žák, T. F. (2016). Applying the weapon of theory: comparing the philosophy of Julius Kambarage Nyerere and 
Kwame Nkrumah. Journal of African Cultural Studies, 28(2), 147-160 
16 Ibid. 
17 Rodney, W. (1972). Tanzanian ujamaa and scientific socialism. African Review, 1(4), 61-76. 
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This section has demonstrated how very different Nkrumah was from Nyerere. It 

alluded to the extent of Nkrumah’s accomplishments in constructing a new 

philosophy that he applied to scientific socialism as a methodology. With his 

philosophy he established an organic ideology that moulded itself to contemporary 

African experiences. This was in stark contrast to Nyerere, whose Ujamaa did not 

present a knowledge basis for a society that needed to comprehend why Ujamaa was 

directed at a particular structure of society. He rejected Marxism based on a 

misguided understanding of its nuances and ended up with a utopian vision Africa’s 

future. Nkrumah did not, and while Consciencism is not without fault, it succeeded 

in important respects where his peers failed.  
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Recommended Reading: Identity Politics 

 

“Why Intersectionality Can’t Wait” by Kimberlé Crenshaw 

 

“Intersectionality has given many advocates a way to frame their circumstances 

and to fight for their visibility and inclusion.” 

 

 

“The Limits of Anti-Racism” by Adolph Reed 

 

“Ironically, as the basis for a politics, antiracism seems to 

reflect, several generations downstream, the victory of the 

postwar psychologists in depoliticizing the critique of racial injustice by shifting its 

focus from the social structures that generate and reproduce racial inequality to an 

ultimately individual, and ahistorical, domain of “prejudice” or “intolerance.””  

 

“Mistaken Identity - or can Identity Politics Liberate the Oppressed” by 

Sharon Smith 

 

 “The politics of identity do not offer a way forward for those genuinely interested 

in transforming society.” 

 

 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-theory/wp/2015/09/24/why-intersectionality-cant-wait/?utm_term=.46eedc1c51f5
http://www.leftbusinessobserver.com/Antiracism.html
https://www.marxists.org/history/etol/newspape/isj2/1994/isj2-062/smith.htm

