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In the wall-to-wall, week-long coverage of the death of Nelson Mandela,
the corporate-controlled media has passed over in near universal silence
the one piece of news that emerged with the demise of the former South
African president.
Both the ruling African National Congress (ANC) that he once led and
the South African Communist Party (SACP) issued brief statements
acknowledging that Mandela was, in the words of the ANC, “also a
member of the South African Communist Party, where he served in the
Central Committee.”
The SACP was somewhat more effusive, declaring in a December 5
statement: “At his arrest in August 1962, Nelson Mandela was not only a
member of the then underground South African Communist Party, but was
also a member of our Party’s Central Committee. To us as South African
communists, Cde Mandela shall forever symbolise the monumental
contribution of the SACP in our liberation struggle. The contribution of
communists in the struggle to achieve the South African freedom has very
few parallels in the history of our country. After his release from prison in
1990, Cde Madiba became a great and close friend of the communists till
his last days.”
Mandela had denied membership in the SACP, first in his 1964 trial—for
understandable reasons—and later after the end of the apartheid regime,
when the SACP became a legal organization.
In the US, where the major networks and print media have pulled out all
the stops to deify Mandela, painting him as some kind of South African
Mother Teresa, committed to peace, love and reconciliation, the silence on
this revelation is understandable. Any serious examination of Mandela’s
actual politics would only cut across this propaganda effort, not to
mention the attempts by President Barack Obama to wrap himself in
Mandela’s mantle.
The sole exceptions have been right-wing commentators and websites,
which have attempted to use Mandela’s connection to the SACP for their
own reactionary purposes, and a cynical column buried in the New York
Times Sunday Week in Review section by former Times editor Bill Keller,
to which we will return.
In reality, an examination of the relation between Mandela’s ANC and
the Stalinist SACP is indispensable to understanding not only South
Africa’s history, but the fate of the struggle against apartheid and the
fundamental political challenges facing the South African working class
today.
Neither Mandela’s political legacy nor the political, social and
economic panorama of present-day South Africa can be understood
outside of the enormous damage that Stalinism inflicted upon the
revolutionary struggles of the South African working class.
The answer to how Mandela could both lead the ANC and serve on the
CP’s central committee is to be found in the counterrevolutionary
ideology of Stalinism. Under the pressure of the bureaucratic degeneration
of the first successful workers’ revolution in the Soviet Union and,
ultimately, the physical liquidation of virtually the entire cadre that had

led it, the Communist International imposed upon the Communist Parties
in the oppressed and colonial countries the “two-stage theory” of
revolution.
This theory was an explicit repudiation of the perspective upon which
the October 1917 revolution in Russia had been based. It held that in the
oppressed and colonial countries, the working class could not emulate the
seizure of power by the Russian workers in the October Revolution, but
instead would be compelled to support a bourgeois democratic revolution,
with the socialist revolution indefinitely postponed until after a period of
capitalist development.
Stalinism virulently opposed the Theory of Permanent Revolution,
elaborated by Trotsky in the aftermath of the 1905 revolution and adopted
by Lenin in the preparation of the revolution of October 1917. This
Marxist program insisted upon the political independence of the working
class from the bourgeoisie in a struggle to win the leadership of the
peasant masses on the basis of a socialist and internationalist program. It
established that in the epoch of imperialism, the democratic and national
tasks confronting the masses in oppressed countries like South Africa
could be realized only through a socialist revolution, the establishment of
a workers’ state and the spread of the revolution on an international scale.
In 1935, in a letter to supporters in South Africa, Trotsky spelled out the
significance of this perspective for that country, insisting that, while the
revolution must produce a “black republic,” that “the proletarian party can
and must solve the national problems by its own methods.”
He advanced the perspective that “The Bolshevik-Leninists unmask
before the native masses the inability of the [African National] Congress
to achieve the realization of even its own demands, because of its
superficial, conciliatory policy. In contradistinction to the Congress, the
Bolshevik-Leninists develop a program of revolutionary class struggle.”
The South African Communist Party pursued just the opposite course,
promoting the ANC as a revolutionary party and even drafting its
program, the Freedom Charter of 1955, a reformist document that, in the
name of “multi-racialism,” upheld bourgeois property relations and the
fundamental institutions of the capitalist state.
Mandela and the ANC turned to the SACP because its program was
indistinguishable from that of bourgeois nationalism and because it
provided a useful instrument for subordinating the working class to the
ANC’s program and currying favor with the Moscow Stalinist
bureaucracy, which offered the movement limited support.
In the negotiations between the South African ruling class and the ANC
that led to Mandela’s release from prison and the formal end of apartheid,
the SACP adopted the most right-wing and conciliatory position. Its leader
Joe Slovo pushed through the adoption of “sunset clauses” that
guaranteed the apartheid regime’s National Party representation in the
parliament—as well as a deputy presidency for the first five years—and
barred nationalization of the mines, banks and corporations.
Nearly two decades later, the results of this policy, portrayed by the
Stalinists as a “national democratic revolution,” are clear. South Africa
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today is the most socially unequal country in the world, with 60 percent of
the national income going to the top 10 percent, while the bottom 50
percent subsists below the poverty line.
Programs such as Black Economic Empowerment have turned a layer of
ex-ANC officials, union leaders and Stalinists as well as politically
connected black businessmen, into millionaires. The most representative
of this layer is the former mineworkers union leader Cyril Ramaphosa,
who has amassed a fortune of roughly half a billion dollars, including
from contracting cheap labor for multinational mining companies.
The present South African government has been formally constituted
nearly two decades as a “tripartite alliance” between the ANC, the
COSATU union federation and the SACP. The latter two organizations
function as a police force within the working class and a conduit for
elements being groomed for positions within the government and
corporate management.
This role was expressed most graphically in the SACP’s response to the
Marikana massacre of 34 Lonmin platinum miners in August of last year.
Leading SACP figures denounced the striking miners as
“counterrevolutionaries” and declared their support for the police action.
“This was no massacre, this was a battle,” SACP official Dominic
Tweedie was quoted as saying. “The police used their weapons in exactly
the way they were supposed to. That’s what they have them for. The
people they shot didn’t look like workers to me. We should be happy. The
police were admirable.”
These vicious attacks were a measure of the crisis gripping the ANC and
its allies in the SACP and COSATU, under conditions in which the
working class is coming into struggle not only against mining companies
and other capitalist employers, but also against the ANC and the union
apparatus that defends these interests.
South Africa’s President Jacob Zuma, who epitomizes the financial selfdealing of the ANC and has been implicated in scores of corruption
scandals, came into office with the fervent support of the SACP, which
attempted to cast him as a “man of the people.”
That the party continues to serve as a key base of support for the corrupt
president was made clear in the aftermath of Tuesday’s mass memorial
service for Mandela in Johannesburg, where significant sections of the
crowd repeatedly booed Zuma.
The day after the incident, the SACP issued a statement that echoed the
language of the Stalinist regimes of an earlier era, denouncing the booing
as “counterrevolutionary” and calling on its members to “bring to the
Party whatever information they might have about who was behind this
despicable behavior” and “ensure that we get information of who the ring
leaders behind this action were.”
The role of the SACP is clear. It stands as a defender of the bourgeois
ANC regime and of capitalism against the opposition and struggles of the
working class.
While the big business media has, for the most part, shown no
inclination to probe this sordid relationship, Keller of the Times provided
a cynical and reactionary analysis of the report of Mandela’s membership
in the SACP—a report that never made it onto the “newspaper of record’s”
news pages.
Keller, who points out that he reported for the Times from both
“Gorbachev’s Russia and in transitional South Africa” is a thoroughgoing anti-communist and defender of US corporate interests. He
nonetheless has praise for the role of the SACP.
He attributes Mandela’s alliance with the party to the ANC leader’s
“pragmatism,” while crediting the SACP with fostering Mandela’s
“multiracialism” and with opposing the “nationalizers and vengeance
seekers” in forging the transition deal with the apartheid regime in 1992.
Keller adds, however, that the SACP-ANC alliance “helps explain why
South Africa has not made greater progress toward improving the lives of
its large underclass, rooting out corruption and unifying a fractious

population.” His explanation is that the ANC failed to complete a
transition from “liberation movement to political party, let alone
government.” He added that it maintained the “culture” of liberation
movements in tending “to be conspiratorial, to discourage dissent, to prize
ends above means.”
A simpler explanation would be that the ANC government failed to
fundamentally improve the conditions of the impoverished masses
because it left the relations of capitalist exploitation and monopolization
of wealth that existed under apartheid intact. It couldn’t “root out
corruption,” because its entire relationship to the country’s capitalist
rulers was corrupt, based on the enrichment on a narrow layer of
politically connected blacks.
Moreover, one could equally apply the description Keller gives for
liberation movements to the capitalist governments in the US, whose
conspiracies to wage wars based on lies the former Times editor has
repeatedly defended, and whose attitude toward dissent has been made
clear in the persecution of Edward Snowden, Julian Assange and Bradley
Manning.
Finally, Keller tosses out the observation that Stalinism performed the
greatest service to Mandela and the ANC by “collapsing.” The end of the
Soviet bloc, he asserts, meant South Africa’s apartheid rulers “could no
longer pose as necessary allies on the right side of the Cold War. The
game was up.”
This is a deliberate falsification of history. The negotiations with the
ANC for a constitutional agreement that would preserve capitalist interests
while formally ending apartheid began in earnest more than five years
before the dissolution of the USSR. In 1985, Anglo-American mining
magnate Gavin Relly led white South African business leaders to Lusaka,
Zambia for meetings with Oliver Tambo and other ANC leaders.
These leaders of apartheid capitalism knew the “game was up” because
they were confronting an unprecedented revolutionary upsurge in the
black townships, which arose independently of the ANC. The regime was
compelled to impose a nationwide state of emergency. The country’s
capitalist ruling class was desperate for a deal that could quell this
uprising and defend their wealth and property.
As with everything Keller writes, his analysis is tailored to the interests
of the US government. It justifies Washington’s decades of support for
apartheid on the grounds that South Africa’s rulers served as “necessary
allies on the right side of the Cold War.”
Corporations like ExxonMobil, General Motors, IBM, Hewlett-Packard,
Bank of America, General Electric, BP, Citigroup, Goodyear, United
Technologies and Ford all had extensive operations in South Africa and
reaped massive profits off of the exploitation of black workers under
apartheid. In 1985, the US was South Africa’s largest trading partner and
its second-largest foreign investor, controlling roughly half of the South
Africa’s oil industry, 75 percent of its computer industry, and 23 percent
of its auto industry. These operations were driven not by Cold War
politics, but by capitalist profit interests.
The death of Mandela and the subsequent media campaign of political
myths and historical falsifications have only underscored the necessity of
South African workers to draw the bitter lessons of the role of Stalinism
and the ANC in aborting the revolutionary struggles that erupted under
apartheid. A new revolutionary leadership must be built, founded on these
lessons and based upon an internationalist and socialist perspective to
carry through the fight for genuine democracy, equality and socialism.
This means building a South African section of the International
Committee of the Fourth International.
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