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Introduction
Martin Legassick has written an expansive polemical treatise on socialist
democracy. His book Towards Socialist Democracy (2007) which is
some 700 pages long, provides a detailed analysis on the question of
socialist democracy supported by a formidable array of notes and
bibliographic references. This is a timely and significant book because it
deals with issues of great historical import, raising issues which go beyond
the debates about limited social reform within the framework of extant social
systems. The book restores the importance of thinking about a socialist
democratic alternative to the dominant worldwide social system – global
capitalism.

The book, written by a committed participant in the struggles against
capitalism,1 is also a systematic engagement with those who speak in
defence of, or seek answers to, the problems associated with capitalism. It
is clearly not intended for those who have no interest in, or are sceptical
about, the promise of an alternative to global capitalism and the triumphalism
of its present ideological dominance in discussions about the future of
humanity.

The book is both a series of explanations about the nature of historically
evolved social systems and an avalanche of refutations of dominant social
conceptions, ideological systems, theories and practices and the power
relations that are both a form and consequence of these. Its central
proposition however is the elaboration and defence of ideas about socialist
democracy and the conditions for its achievement. Germane to this is a
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perspective that re-iterates the view that another world – beyond the limits
of global capitalism, is both possible and eminently necessary for the great
majority of the world’s population and for the long term survival of humanity.
It argues that to realise the potential of ‘modern industry, science and
technique’ it is both obligatory and desirable to develop an ‘international
system based on the democratic and harmonious planning of production on
a global scale – a socialist society’ (2007:76). Legassick approvingly refers
to George Monbiot who has argued that the task was ‘not to overthrow
globalization, but to capture it, and use it as a vehicle for humanity’s first
global democratic revolution’ (76).

In this endeavour, the strong argument of the book affirms and re-affirms,
that the organised and politically conscious leadership of the working
classes has the singularly important role since,

If the working class does not take power worldwide in the foreseeable
future, the anarchy of capitalism threatens to create a level of global
warming which would eliminate life on the planet. This is the final
dreadful alternative posed by capitalism. Working-class power worldwide,
by contrast, would point the way towards a harmonious, socially owned,
democratic, planned economy on an international scale, opening the way
to a classless society of abundance. (576)

The book is written in the expectation that, at least amongst those who are
critical of the dominant global system, there will be a more purposeful
discussion about past attempts at socialist societies as alternatives to
capitalism and about the asphyxiating grip of Stalinist conceptions of
socialism throughout the world. In this regard we are assured that his use
of the word ‘Stalinist’ is not as a term of derision but is intended to describe
a particular ideological and theoretical system and its consequences for the
development of a genuinely socialist democracy. To that extent, the book
also represents an open and direct invitation to a debate about alternative
approaches to socialist construction. Legassick studiously clarifies his
standpoint on every issue that is explored, even while freely acknowledging
(and engaging with) the criticisms against his perspectives.

The arguments of the book
Legassick’s conceptions about a socialist democracy are rooted in a
series of standpoints located in historical description and analysis. His
arguments are directed not only at a critique of the development of global
capitalism but are also about the successes and failures of attempts at
transcending capitalism by socialist systems. He examines both the track
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record of global capitalism and that of ‘actually existing socialisms’ – in
particular its ‘Soviet’ form,2 to provide a critique of their failures. His analysis
of capitalism is simultaneously an exploration of the political economy of
South African capitalism itself while his analysis of the failures of the Soviet
Union is similarly about the ideological standpoint of the SACP3 and the
consequences of that for its role in South Africa.

While it is not possible to deal with these exhaustively in this review, it
will nevertheless point to a number of his underlying ideas.

A key proposition which underlies the ideas that inform Legassick’s
approach to the question of socialist democracy is the ‘anarchic barbarism’
of capitalism judged by its social effects on the great majority of the
world’s population and, indeed, on the global physical environment. These
effects are both unsustainable and morally untenable and cry out for an
alternative world system. His arguments are simultaneously ranged against
the view that markets as constructed under capitalism are inherently
superior to the forms of production which could be organised under socialist
democracies. Against the pervasive pessimism of many erstwhile critics of
capitalism he points both to the failures inherent in global capitalism and the
emergence of new challenges to it both in national states (such as in Latin
America) and in the rise of oppositional (to capitalism) global and local social
movements.

An alternative to global capitalism, he avers, can only be built on the basis
of a strong mobilisation of  the worldwide working-class – which continues
to have the pivotal role since it is through its social labour that the present
powerfully dominant system of exploitative relations continues to be
reproduced throughout the world. His is a call for the renewal of the struggles
for the establishment of mass-based working class organisations. Such
organisations moreover must evince a strong orientation to the underlying
critique of capitalist exploitation and alienation developed in Marxist4

theoretical systems and re-asserts the pre-eminence of the role of international
struggles under the leadership of an organised and class-conscious
movement of the working class. The mobilisation of such a conscious role
remains the critical pivot on which any possibilities for socialist democracy
rests.

Another issue to which a considerable part of the book is devoted is the
strenuous and detailed exposition and defence of the ideas propounding
the ‘theory of permanent revolution’ first elaborated in the writings of one
of the pre-eminent leaders of the Russian revolutions of 1905 and 1917, Leon
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Trotsky. It sets out quite clearly to expunge the ‘distortions and falsifications’
of so much that has been written both about Trotsky’s revolutionary role and
his ideas, by both ‘bourgeois’ and ‘Stalinist’ historians (xxiii). To that extent
the book represents an exegesis both of the major theoretical grounds of
Trotsky’s writings, a clarification of its underlying premises and a devastating
rebuff to its detractors and critics. It is in this regard that the role of the South
African Communist Party (SACP), both historical and contemporary, is
subjected to the most withering critique by an examination, not only of the
writings of its leading theoreticians, but also by reference to its practices
both in relation to its orientation to the ‘national struggle’ and its allegiance
to the ideas, practices and injunctions of the Comintern and, by implication,
of Stalinism.

In essence Legassick’s assertions are about the inseparability of the
national struggle from the struggle for socialist democracy, and about the
historic failure of its interpretation of the relationship between class
leadership and socialist construction.

In this regard, and referring to South Africa in particular, Legassick is
critical of both the leadership of the SACP and of the leadership of the
democratic trade union movement – COSATU – arguing that the time has
arrived for

the creation of a mass workers’ party, which requires the breaking up of
the Tripartite Alliance and support of the new party by at least significant
elements of the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU).
The aim of this party should be to establish workers’ democracy in South
Africa and work for socialist democracy internationally. (xvii)

His defence of the Theory of Permanent Revolution is not only about the
defence of Trotsky’s views. It is also importantly about the implications
of that theory for an understanding of the South African ‘revolution’.
Legassick’s fundamental proposition (following that of  Trotsky’s theory)
is that it is not possible to separate the aims of the national democratic
revolution – or indeed the strategies for its attainment – from the necessity
of a socialist revolution. This implies a direct repudiation of the position
accepted by the SACP – the separation of the stages of the national
democratic and socialist revolutions – the ‘two-stage theory’ of revolution.
Against this Legassick argues that the achievement of democracy though
national liberation,

[c]annot be secured by the black workers of South Africa on the basis
of capitalism … There  can be no separation of stages  … between its
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national democratic and its socialist aims … Just as national oppression
is rooted in class exploitation, so the national liberation struggle is rooted
in class struggle. The two great opposing poles … are, on the one hand,
the capitalist ruling class and, on the other, the rising power of the black
working class … In the struggle for power, the whole of society will
inevitably divide itself between these two poles. The state power will
more and more blatantly reveal itself as a sledgehammer wielded by the
capitalist class against the movement of the black working class and its
allies. (30)

Continuing the critique of the standpoint of the SACP, he argues that it was
not enough to resist the racism of the South African state alone since that
very racism was inherently a part of South African capitalism requiring
that the struggles against racism could only be effectively prosecuted
through class struggle. This approach to the ‘national question’ necessitates
for Legassick a detailed and systematic refutation of the perspective of
the SACP on this singularly important issue, and by implication, of its
policies, practices and strategies. He traces the SACP’s perspectives on
this issue as originating in its orientation to the debate about the Black
Republic and argues that the SACP’s ‘present ideology … was formed in
these crucial debates in the 1920s, in which the Stalinized Comintern
imposed “stages” theory on its member parties throughout the world’ (182).

The effect on the SACP, according to Legassick, was its
tragic degeneration and, at times, virtual collapse. Unable to devise a
policy linking the struggle for national liberation to the struggle against
capitalism and for workers’ power – an idea which had become anathema
to the bureaucracy in Moscow – the CP leaders in South Africa adapted
themselves, on the one hand, to the nationalism of the middle class and,
on the other hand, to the reformist promises of the liberal bourgeoisie.
(192)

Legassick’s trenchant disagreement arises from how the SACP, throughout
its history, has defined the nature of its relationship to the ANC. And he
makes similar criticisms of the positions adopted by the leadership of
SACTU – the trade union movement strongly aligned to the ANC – reflecting
on its inability to transform the ANC and leading SACTU to become ‘a
means of subordinating the “independent” trade unions to Congress, to
middle-class politics and leadership’ (212).

This failure negated any possibility for building an independent trade
union movement in South Africa or to defend and advance the rights of the
working class, providing opportunities for the ruling class to consolidate its
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position, while simultaneously encouraging ‘the cream of SACTU’s militants
to leave their organizing work in the factories, join the MK and leave South
Africa’ (265).  The central lesson of the 1950s for Legassick was that,

the struggle for national liberation and democracy involves, if it is to
triumph, a struggle to overthrow the capitalist system itself.  They reveal
that every real step forward in this struggle depends on the mobilization
and organization of the working class … that our revolutionary movement,
struggling for national liberation and democracy, must be firmly and
deliberately built as a class-conscious movement of the working class for
socialism. (266)

Chapter 11 is an assiduous restatement of his critique of Slovo – one
of the great leaders of the SACP whose ‘Has Socialism Failed’ was the
spark for a heated discussion in the South African left about the future
prospects for socialism. In his article Slovo talks of the ‘unbridled
authoritarianism’ and ‘the steady erosion of people’s power both at the level
of government and mass social organizations’, ‘the perversion of the
concept of the party as a vanguard of the working class’, ‘anti-Leninist
theory’, and ‘a dictatorship of the party bureaucracy’. According to Legassick

All these were extraordinary and very belated admissions, by a Party
that had defended every crime of Stalinism in the past … Now it emerges
from the SACP … all this was lies. Let us remember that the SACP
denounced the revolutionary attempt of the Hungarian workers in 1956
to establish workers’ democracy as a ‘capitalist counter-revolution’
and applauded the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 to crush
popular revolt as a ‘defence of socialism’. (314, emphasis in text)

Slovo explains that the ‘deformations experienced by existing socialist
states were the results of bureaucratic distortions which were rationalised
at the ideological level  by a mechanical and out-of-context invocation of
Marxist dogma’ (315). According to Legassick this explanation is inadequate
and repudiated because it bears no reference to the fundamental interests
that underlie the actions of the bureaucracy while seeking to justify it on the
basis that it speaks in Trotsky’s words ‘only  (to) the aggregate of the bad
habits  of office-holders. Bureaucratism is a social phenomenon in that it is
a definite system of administration of people and things … (and) the
difference between the daily and the fundamental interests of various
groups of the population’ (316).

And although it is true that the Soviet Union was isolated and was
conceived in a ‘backward’ state as was explained by Slovo himself, he
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nevertheless ‘hides the fact that Stalin and the bureaucracy came to accept
and reinforce that isolation  through abandoning proletarian
internationalism and the struggle for world socialism in favour of the false
idea of “socialism in one country”’ (316, emphasis in text).

A similar criticism is directed at Slovo’s theory of the state. Legassick
draws extensively on Lenin’s conception of the state in his definitive work
on the subject, State and Revolution, which Legassick regards as a denial
of Slovo’s ‘reformist’ approach to the state.

Slovo has told us that the classic Marxist theory is ‘underdeveloped’
on the political machinery for the transition to socialism. Now he
outlines Lenin’s ideas on the withering away of the state while suppressing
the international tasks and other concrete measures needed to ensure
that the state could wither away. Slovo thus created the impression that
Lenin was a mere utopian, a wishful thinker, hoping for the best. (320,
emphasis in text)

He also refutes Slovo’s conception of the fate of capitalism in the
aftermath of the Russian Revolution and the view that Lenin believed that
capitalism was about to collapse worldwide after that revolution, making
a global socialist system imminent. According to Legassick, Slovo ‘piles
confusion upon falsehood’ since Lenin had actually renounced this view
in arguing that capitalism was not likely to collapse unless it was
‘overthrown’. In the chapter that follows, Legassick also deals with the
arguments following the publication of Slovo’s article and reiterates the
premises on which Marxist theory of the state – using Lenin’s seminal
writing on the subject – could be understood.

In regard to the ANC itself, Legassick’s analysis of its political and
social orientation is developed by reference to its role in the events
surrounding the Alexandra Bus Boycott of 1957 and the resistance leading
to the events at Sharpeville in 1960, and the rise of the ‘radical nationalist
“Africanist” tendency in the Congress’. And here too Legassick emphasises
the critical role of class leadership in the ANC and the ‘compromises’ which
often characterised the decisions and actions of the ANC leadership and its
inability to provide the leadership required to build the mass organisations,
particularly in the workplace (261).

Legassick is critical of the armed struggle waged by the liberation
movements – particularly the ANC, and his criticisms are consistent with his
view about the ANC’s inability to mobilise strongly on the basis of the
interests of the black working class. He argues that the South African
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economy was characterised by secondary industrialisation and a ‘substantial
working class’ unlike the economies of less industrialised peasant societies
in southern Africa or indeed like those of China and Cuba.5 While rural
guerrilla warfare was the instrument for the achievement of ‘bureaucratic
(one-party) regimes to be established on a non-capitalist basis’ in countries
like Mozambique  and Angola, such a strategy was not possible in South
African conditions. The existence of a significant factory-based working
class made for the possibility of organising it ‘to achieve national and social
liberation by ending capitalism and establishing a workers’ democracy’
(367). Despite proclamations about the ‘leadership of the working class’ by
the SACP and the ANC during the 1980s,

this was not the basic strategy of the leaders. They followed the ideology
of the two-stage revolution proclaiming the goal of a ‘non-class people’s
democracy’ – for the SACP leaders to be ‘followed’ by ‘a struggle for
socialism’.

Consequently, Legassick argues, the armed struggle was not a realistic
strategy for achieving power ‘despite the heroic sacrifices of its
combatants. In the end, the negotiated solution in South Africa was not a
“choice” by the ANC leaders but was forced on them because they had no
alternative’ (367). Here he echoes Lenin’s view of the criticisms against
the actions of the Social Revolutionaries in Russia, thus

[i]n their naiveté the Socialist Revolutionaries do not realise that their
predilection for terrorism is causally most intimately linked with the
fact that, from the very outset, they have always kept, and still keep,
aloof from the working class movement.

He is critical, therefore, of the separation of the strategy of guerrilla warfare
and terror from the workers movement and the sublimation of the political to
a military strategy. In arguing this position he reviews the orientation to a
military strategy in the writings of Lenin and Trotsky on the one hand, and
of the leaders of the ANC and SACP and its Politico-Military Strategy
Commission of 1978, on the other, and concludes tellingly – in the words of
a ‘retrospective analysis’ by Mzala,  a key ideologue of the SACP – of ‘certain
strategic mistakes,’ as follows:

Armed propaganda was supposed to be a phase, but not the permanent
characteristic of our armed activity. And these special operations were
meant to be only an aspect of, but not a substitute for the main
groundwork of military organization and building the combat forces from
among the people. And therefore when the overall pattern of our armed
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activity became these hit-and-retreat tactics, the main task began to
suffer somewhat and this began to show. (393)

This analysis is followed by a detailed account of the ‘revolutionary
upsurge’ of the 1980s and especially of the development of the militant
and democratic trade unions of the period, giving rise to FOSATU and its
successor – COSATU. These developments, he argues, took place largely
uninfluenced by the ANC and the SACP. The liberation movement, at this
time, was ‘hamstrung by its own organizational weaknesses’ despite the
considerable social ferment in the country and was in no position to defeat
the apartheid state militarily. The ANC and the SACP failed to reckon with
the ‘strength and consciousness’ of the working class at this time and its
failure to do so and to rely on the support of the organised working class
as a base for the armed struggle through a strategy ‘for workers’ self
defence instead of guerillaism’ led inevitably to the compromise of 1994
(434).

Chapter 15 re-iterates many of the left criticisms of the post-apartheid
government’s policies referring in particular to the conflict between
redistributive and conventionally oriented growth-path strategies as
represented by the programme of the South African Government under
President Mbeki, GEAR; while Chapter 16 deals similarly with the issue of
wealth, poverty and unemployment in an attempt to ‘reveal the sickness of
capitalism in South Africa. Far from being able to solve these problems, the
government’s neo-liberal GEAR policies have deepened them, while spin
doctors in the government try to cover-up the statistics’ (514).

The concluding chapter is addressed to ‘a political way forward’. It
describes the phenomenon of service delivery protest and questions the
validity of the Tripartite Alliance. Legassick’s argument is that the terms
of the Alliance are decided by the ANC leadership and are often antithetical
to the interests of the working class. He is critical of COSATU’s leadership
citing its numerous and persistent misgivings about the alliance and the
strident attacks on COSATU itself, on its leaders by highly placed members
of the ANC – including President Mbeki – the lack of a meaningful role in the
alliance for the Federation, the adoption of neo-liberal policies antithetical
to workers’ interests by the ANC, the refusal to enter into meaningful
discussions over issues of policy, the fear about the ANC’s ‘drift towards
dictatorship’ and the statement that,

[t]he alliance, including COSATU, has been generally sidelined from the
process of policy formulation and transformation for most of the ten
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years of governance. Then, six months before elections, without even
a summit to formally endorse the elections strategy of the Manifesto,
we get drawn into election task teams … Yet a few months down the
line, the reality of being sidelined returns, leading to public disagreements
over key policy decisions.6

The underlying message of his argument here is that the many claims about
‘radical reform’ made by leaders of the alliance are not supported by the
facts and that the ‘truth is that the tide is all the other way, in the direction
of trade and currency liberalization, privatization, and a fiscal caution that
does little to tackle gross social inequalities’.7

The chapter also includes various other left perspectives critical of the
ANC’s policies and restates Legassick’s assertion about the critical role
of a mass workers’ party independent of the ANC, and urges the COSATU
leadership  to consider this as a ‘huge step forward for the South African
working class’ (538). He also deals with the place of social movements seeing
their role as important in support of worker’s struggles, and not as a
substitute for the strong organisation of the working class or the centrality
of the struggles at the ‘point of production’. At the same time he repudiates
the ‘autonomists’ view ‘that we can have mass organisations without
structures and leaders. In his view such an approach would rob the rank and
file workers of the tools by which they can control their own struggle by
controlling their organisations and their leaders’ (545). The chapter also
deals with several other issues including the question of fighting elections,
‘vanguardism’, a ‘democratic centralist party’ and nationalisation. Very
importantly, it deals with the relationship between workers’ democracy and
political pluralism  insisting that there is no necessary contradiction between
these, arguing that the concept of the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ in the
Marxist literature  is intended to build on rather than suppress ‘liberal
political institutions’ while dealing with the ‘disproportionate  influence of
the capitalist class’ in society (565).

Here he also discusses the historical experience of council democracy8  in
various countries in Europe in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution of
1917 and the problems associated with the centralisation of power. He
concludes with a discussion of how workers democracy could combine
legislative and executive functions and the centrality of workers’
internationalism if socialist democracy is to be achieved. Neither global
capitalism nor the experience of ‘deformed workers’ states’ provide
answers to the challenges of socialist democracy which, although it could
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be advanced in a single country, must nevertheless transcend national limits
if it is to have any hope of achieving lasting goals.

Finally, it needs to be said that in introducing the subject of the book
Legassick clarifies his view that questions of ‘truth’ are of necessity
‘transitional’ since they are conditioned by history and conjuncture, and
accepts the need for the writing of ‘speculative theory removed from the
dogmatism of many past-attempts at doing so’ (xxvii). Such an approach is,
in my view, a refreshing and unequivocal invitation for an honest and frank
discussion about the issues canvassed in this valuable text.

Notes
1. Chapter 1 describes the author’s years as a political activist and provides much

of the background information about his association with the ANC and reasons
for the formation of the Marxist Workers Tendency of the ANC – of which the
author was a key part, and the reasons for his break with the ANC and his belief
‘in the creation of a mass worker’s party’ (xvii).

2. Which he characterises, following Trotsky, as a ‘proletarian Bonapartist’ state
(289).

3. The Communist Party of South Africa was formed in 1921 and was the
forerunner of the later SACP. In this review all references to the SACP include
references to the CPSA unless indicated otherwise.

4. Legassick is a Marxist ‘though my understanding of what that means has changed
with experience and study. Marxism, for me, has meant an understanding of the
world  based on the experience of the working class, derived, in other words, from
far more than the “book knowledge” characteristic of the academic
intelligentsia’(xxviii). See also his view of Marxism as an ‘accumulating but
imperfect body of knowledge about reality’ but which nevertheless provides a
‘starting point for the scientific analysis of society’ (xxiv).

5. It is at the same time an attempt to provide an historical account of the political
economy of South Africa. In this Legassick is singularly well-placed having been
the author of some of the most invigorating and insightful writings on the nature
of the Apartheid state which can be regarded together with other writings
establishing an approach to historiography and the political economy of both
the apartheid and of post colonial states, which moreover transcended the
weaknesses of liberal historiography and analysis. In this regard, his writing on
the South African state together with that of Harold Wolpe, and the debates and
disagreements between them have produced a powerfully definitive body of
knowledge, not only about the apartheid state  but also about state analyses in
general.

6. Referring to a COSATU document of 2004 (521-2).
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7. Referring to Glaser (533). Legassick is also dismissive of the strategy of the
SACP and COSATU to woo the ANC through the leadership of Jacob Zuma
(535-6). Almost prophetically  there are already articles in the public media
about the efficacy of this strategy given the repeatedly ‘re-assuring’ (to capital)
statements made by Zuma since his election to the Presidency of the ANC
(Business Day February 25, 2008).

8. A fuller discussion of the role of Workers’ Councils in Russia can be found in
Sirianni Carmen (1983) Worker’s Control and Socialist Democracy: the Soviet
experience. New Left Books/Random House.


