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Role & Character of Party in Changing 
Circumstances 

• Over the 100 years of the Party’s centenary of struggle -3 high-points 
when Party’s vanguard role really came to the fore: 
• 1940s when Party was more effective and possibly larger than ANC. Party’s 

activism rooted in trade unions (1945 Mineworkers’ strike), community (Yusuf 
Dadoo – Indian Passive Resistance campaign). 

•  mid-1960s – 1990 – a tight, relative small party active inside of the ANC and 
broader MDM 

• Early 1990s – emerging mass party – critical in negotiations process  

• Now – in our very challenging situation - What can we learn  
(ideologically AND organisationally) from these different moments in 
the Party’s history? 



3 major periods in contemporary world history 
1945-1970s, late 1970s-1990, 1990-present 

• 1945 – late 1970s – the defeat of fascism at the end of World War 2 
produced a changing global balance of forces 

• Red Army’s liberation of Berlin and defeat of Hitler – resulted in an expanded Soviet Bloc, 
soon after Chinese Communist Party’s victory 1949– one-third of humanity now living in 
nominally socialist countries 

• In developed capitalist countries – working class greatly strengthened – able to drive through 
social-democratic reforms (nationalisation, welfare states, etc) 

• In Global South – great stirring of radical National Liberation Movements (India 1947, Cuba 
1959, Algeria 1962, Vietnam – 1974) 

• Two power blocs (imperialist bloc under US domination/socialist bloc led 
by SU) –  

• Cold War (with hot wars in contested regions – one of which = southern 
Africa) – imperialism used regional “gendarme” states to counter advance 
of NLMs – one of which was apartheid state 

 



• Here in SA – National Party 1949 election victory – first major act 
Suppression of Communism Act 1950 

• CPSA disbanded – but SACP launched in 1953 in deep underground 

• Party members activism now much more within ANC and Congress 
movement – Defiance Campaign, Congress of People and Freedom 
Charter. Party members also major journalists The Guardian, New Age 
(Ruth First, Govan Mbeki, Brian Bunting) 

• 1960 ANC banned, 1961 MK launched, 1965 Rivonia arrests – 
strategic defeat of our movement 

 

Post-1945 in SA 



SACP’s vanguard role mid-1960s to1990 

Factors that positioned the Party’s vanguard role within the broader 
ANC-led movement: 

• Party’s underground experience – 10 years ahead of ANC 

• Military experience of Party members (Slovo, Wolpe, Rusty Bernstein, 
Arthur Goldreich, Wolfie Kodesh, Fred Carneson) 

• Party’s international links (British Communist Party & Soviets and 
Chinese) – compared with ANC’s disappointing experience in 
independent Africa 

• Strategic outlook – Road to South African Freedom 1962 



SACP’s strategic vanguard role 1960s-90 

 

• RtSAF drew on declarations of the International Meeting of Communist & 
Workers’ Parties 1957 & 1960 – characterising the global situation as one in 
which “communism” was “the dynamic social and political force of our times”, 
supporting and supported by supporting radical NLMs in the South, and militant 
worker and democratic movements in the developed capitalist countries. 

• Road to SA’n Freedom – introduced concept of Colonialism of a Special Type 
• Main content of our struggle = a national liberation struggle, for a national democratic 

revolution 
• But…in the particular context of a relatively developed, national monopoly capitalist system – 

i.e. no longer a struggle against “settler colonialism”, but against indigenised white minority 
rule buttressed by national – SA’n - monopoly capital itself linked into imperialist capital 

• Which meant that NDR struggle required a socialist orientation 



SACP’s strategic vanguard role 

• RtSAF – located our struggle within a global context – with our main 
content being part of global anti-colonial/anti-imperialist (a radical 
NDR) 

• But at the same time adapted this understanding to our specific SA’n 
reality 

• You can find a brilliant development of these 2 aspects in Slovo’s No 
Middle Road (1975) where he seeks to counter demoralisation – SA’s 
armed struggle is stuttering. Why? Enemy well entrenched across 
entire territory – but precisely BECAUSE of relative sophistication of 
enemy (rail lines, power-lines, dependence on blk workers) vulnerable 



SACP’s vanguard influence on ANC 
programmatically 

• ANC’s 1969 Morogoro Strategy & Tactics: “The struggle of the 
oppressed people of SA is taking place within an international context 
of transition to the socialist system, of the breakdown of the colonial 
system as a result of national liberation and socialist revolutions, and 
the fight for social and economic progress by the people of the whole 
world.” 



SACP & ANC a shared strategic vision 
1979 the Green Book 

1979 internal ANC report, the “Green Book” – “We debated the more 
long-term aims of our NDR, and the extent to which the ANC, as a 
national movement, should tie itself to the ideology of Mxsm-Leninism 
and publicly commit itself to the socialist option…the ANC is not a party, 
& its direct or open commitment to socialist ideology may undermine 
its basic character as a broad national movement. It should be 
emphasised that no member of the Commission had any doubts about 
the ultimate need to continue our revolution towards a socialist 
order…” 

 



A vanguard Party – 1970s -80s 

• This shared strategic understanding of the global and national realities created 
conditions in which the SACP could play a specific vanguard role and with a specific 
organisational character AT THAT TIME 

• Party was small (never more than 3000), largely in exile – by mid-80s underground 
presence actively involved in Party units inside SA possibly around 300, tight probation of 
members. 

• Party’s public profile was minimal (at first only The African Communist quarterly). In 
1970s Inkululeko appeared in underground. Only the Party’s general secretary and 
chairperson made public 

• Party’s activism within ANC, MK, within TU and MDM 

• Main focus was to be a Party of vanguard influence WITHIN the ANC and broader 
movements COSATU, UDF, MDM 

• Extremely successful – key to 1990-4 breakthrough, Hani 2nd most popular political figure 
in SA, JS not far behind. Party’s July 1990 Soweto coming out rally – 40,000 attended 



The neo-liberal counter-revolution 

• The shared strategic perspective on global trends had seemed o be confirmed by: 
• 1959 Cuba, 1964 Algeria, 1974 Vietnam 
• 1968 student rebellions W Europe, Mexico, social movements (peace, feminist, black power, 

civil rights – massive worker strikes Italy, France)  
• Deepening economic crisis of capitalism – 1973 OPEC oil price shock, stagnation plus inflation 

(stagflation) 

• Neo-liberal counter-revolution 
• 1979 Thatcher, 1981 Reagan – assault on TU’s, rolling back welfare states,  
• IMF/World Bank – structural adjustment programmes – neo-colonial, debt enslavement 
• Crippling arms race against SU 
• Contra wars (Nicaragua, Colombia, Angola (Unita), Mozambique (Renamo) 
• Local “gendarme” states – apartheid SA, Zionist Israel, shah in Iran, Marcos – in Philippines 

• By late 1980s the 3 revolutionary streams – socialist bloc, TU and democratic 
struggles & radical NLMs …all rolled back, momentum slowing 

 



The paradox of early 1990s for SACP 

• With formal unbanning in 1990 – the SACP more popular than ever before 
in its history…a five-fold increase in membership to 30,000 reported to 8th 
Congress 1991 

• But our reference point – the Soviet Union collapsing (Berlin Wall comes 
down 1989, SU dismantled 1991) 

• Early gains in Angola, Mozambique, Zimbabwe rolled back. 

• Around half of CC elected in April 1989 at 7th SACP congress left the Party a 
few months later, early 1990 – included 2 future presidents Mbeki & Zuma 

• These departees now led a reformist and increasingly anti-party agenda 
from within ANC 

 



A new class agenda from within ANC 

• On negotiations: 
• Reformists in favour of an elite pact – “don’t rock the boat”, demobilise the 

mass base – spiralling violence = ‘third force’ (and not the apartheid regime) 

• SACP – a people-driven negotiations process therefore continued mass 
mobilisation 

• On the spiralling violence in midst of negotiations 
• Reformists – “it’s the 3rd force” (not De Klerk) 

• SACP so-called “black on black violence” = integral part of regime’s 
negotiating strategy. “3rd Force = 1st Force”. Therefore imperative of building 
community self-defence capacity. 

 







A new class agenda in ANC contd. 

• On economic policy 
• Reformists – capitalist growth first (through neoliberal macro-economic 

reform) so redistribution can follow 
• SACP – growth through redistribution and structural transformation – a 

people driven RDP 

 

• On meaning of 1994 democratic breakthrough: 
• Reformists – “Free at Last!”, manage down popular expectations, top-down 

delivery 
• SACP – “A luta continua!” – 1994 = a major bridgehead – now advance, 

deepen and defend a radical NDR 

 



Contrasting messages in June 1994 



The meaning of an NDR 

• Reformists 
• NDR = a capitalist stage in which SA’n capitalism is “modernised” & “normalised” i.e. de-

racialised. A struggle for elite inclusion (i.e. BEE becomes central) 
 
• The National Question is reduced to a race question thus under-stating the anti-imperialist 

side of national question (i.e. struggle for democratic national sovereignty) 

 

•  SACP 1995 Congress – Party breaks with idea of “stages”, “first an NDR, THEN 
socialism” – “Socialism is the Future – Build it Now!” Build momentum towards, 
capacity for, and elements of Socialism – NOW! 

 

• NDR doesn’t “belong to ANC”, with SACP hitching a ride and waiting for our time 
to come in some 2nd stage (that never comes) 



The struggle within the struggle 

• From around mid-1990s the reformist wing achieved dominance within the ANC 
(and ANC-led government) – GEAR enforced without consultation in 1996 = clear 
indication of this dominance 

• Hence collective name given to this tendency by Party – “the 1996 class project” 

• However, dominance never unchallenged, never completely stable. 

• Key to sustained challenged = the SACP-COSATU left axis – blocked some 
privatisation, for instance, and sustained battle of ideas and a degree of popular 
mobilisation. 

• Increasing tensions between ANC leadership and SACP (accused of ‘ultra-leftism’ 
and even of planning anti-ANC government insurrection) 

• Momentarily improved (at least at national level) following 2007 Polokwane ANC 
national conference – but quickly unravelled as JZ attempted to hold together 
left/right-wing demagogues/neoliberals  



What kind of SACP do we now have? 

• Early 1990s – big internal debate – what kind of party? – mass or 
vanguard? Resolution a “mass vanguard party” 

• With deepening hostility from 1996 class project, Party deliberately 
grew in size – currently over 300,000 

• But do we have a cadre party? No longer probation, no longer clear 
targeted recruitment.  

• How effective is our political education?. 



What kind of SACP do we now have? 

• What is the “sociology” of the Party?  

• Gender? Racial diversity? Generational?  

• A few thousand in employment (mainly in government, in unions), a 
tiny full-time staff, and a large number of unemployed?  

• Does that impact on internal debates and different perceptions re. 
being a Party of influence within ANC? 

 



What kind of party do we now have?  

Is there a disjuncture between our programmatic and ideological work  

                           AND our organisational work? 
 

Do we evaluate and discuss our experience in government (eg. What 
lessons if any from Metsimaholo?) or our Red October campaigns? 

In CC’s why do we have a Political Report and a separate Organisational 
Report? 

Do our publications devote any attention to organisational matters? 







What kind of Party do we now have? Contd. 

• What is daily practice and focus of the Party? Are Party structures 
embedded in daily struggles of communities and trade unions (as we 
were in 1940s)? 

• Is the Party’s focus still largely to influence the ANC (as we did so 
successfully in 1960s-70s-80s – but in a very different global situation, 
with a different ANC in which its class character has changed 
significantly)? 

• Or should the Party seek to influence a mass-based constituency? To 
be a party of influence within society? If so, what public profile does 
the Party have? 

• Or is that a false dichotomy? And if so – what is the correct balance? 

 


