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Reflection

‘Structural reform’ – the concept continues

John S Saul
johnsaul@yorku.ca

Following Andre Gorz (1973)1 and Boris Kagarlitsky (1990), I first used the
concept of ‘structural reform’ in two linked articles of the early 1990s in which
I sought to divine a possible path for the on-going liberation of South Africa,
one that might not so easily have culminated in the recolonised and
discomfiting social reality – premised on deep and widening class inequality
and a political sidelining of the popular classes – that now confronts us in
this country (Saul 1991,1992; both are in Saul 1993). I see no reason to
question the continuing utility of this concept or to abandon it. Indeed, I
recently concluded an essay entitled ‘Is socialism still an alternative’ for the
Canadian-based periodical Studies in Political Economy by reiterating (as
did that article’s section III, entitled ‘Democratizing the struggle: revolution
by “structural reform” and popular empowerment’) that the concept is still
central to understanding much socialist endeavour, past and present, both
in South Africa and in many other parts of the world (Saul 2009, 2011).

 To underscore the on-going utility of this concept to my own work as well
as both to remind the present participants in our Durban workshop of the
essence of this concept I will first evoke, in section 1, several paragraphs
both from my original paper and from my recent Canadian-published text and
then turn briefly to reflect on (a) the fate of the concept in its applicability
to South African realities when I first employed it and (b) on its possible
continuing resonance for any on-going ‘next liberation struggle’ that
remains feasible in present-day South Africa.

The concept
I summarized the use of this concept and its continuing utility in my original
Transformation 20 paper (1992) as follows:

[D]oes the simple juxtaposition of revolution vs ‘mere reformism’
really represent the full range of possibilities, in South Africa or
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anywhere else? [True,] in some South African circles debate about
possible futures for the country is indeed being cast in terms of just such
false dichotomies. When this happens a ‘dialogue of the deaf’ occurs
that merely locked ‘revolutionaries’and ‘reformists’ ever more tightly
(and more self-righteously) into their own respective corners. But as
will also be apparent there are other South African militants whose
practice starts from different premises and whose activities give real
content to the promise of a long-term socio-economic transformation
of South Africa.
Such militants seek, at least implicitly, to avoid the twin dangers of, on
the one hand, a romantic (and inevitably all too rhetorical) ultra-
revolutionary approach and, on the other, collapse into mere reformism
that will do little to alter the balance of inherited class power and
conservative/technocratic decision making. Much has been accomplished
in this respect, as we will see [in the original paper]. Indeed, in many
ways South Africans – notably those within the trade union movement
– are in the vanguard of global efforts to forge a theory and practice
relevant to the struggle for socialist renewal in the post-Cold War era.
[The original article] seeks to make some contribution to these efforts
of further elaborating the notion [concept] of ‘structural reform’...[For]
such a conceptualization can help make greater sense of many of the
most noteworthy ‘socialist’ struggles that are actually taking place in
contemporary South Africa. And in doing so it may also contribute to
developing a vocabulary, a language, in terms of which those waging
such struggles can become ever more self-conscious about the logic of
their activities and ever more assured about pressing them forward.
Words have meaning. Words are weapons. (Saul 1992: 2-3)

I also identified, in that same Transformation article, the ‘great strength’ of
Kagarlitsky’s own use of the concept as lying in its binding of ‘revolution
and reform together as... potentially two mutually reinforcing preoccupations
and processes’ – while noting as well (as testified to by both Gorz and
Kagarlitsky) the many challenges that must confront any such undertaking.
And I further noted ‘the crucial requirement that a mass movement has to
succeed in building the capacity to sustain itself and [in developing] the
sense of long-term overall direction’, quoting Kagarlitsky further to the
effect that ‘neither moderation nor revolutionary slogans can be a substitute
for strategy. A serious and profound search is required which is only now
beginning’ (Kagarlitsky 1990:5-6).

At a recent Durban presentation I also reproduced a section from my more
recent Studies in Political Economy article – as written almost 20 years after



15

“Structural reform” – the concept continues

the Transformation contribution quoted from above – as an appendix. Here,
at the editors’ suggestion, I incorporate, for publication, the essence of that
section directly into my text – the better to further demonstrate that the
theory and the practice of ‘structural reform’ remains relevant both to the
phase of building a successful movement of revolutionary intent and to that
of ‘building socialism’ itself once such a movement finds its way into power.
Gorz himself made a key distinction right from the outset between a ‘genuinely
socialist policy of reforms on the one hand [and] reformism of a neo-capitalist
or “social-democratic” type on the other’. Thus, he wrote, ‘If [most often]
immediate socialism is not possible, neither is the achievement of reforms
directly destructive of capitalism. [Yet] those who reject all lesser reforms
on the grounds that they are merely reformist are in fact rejecting the whole
possibility of a transitional strategy and of a process of transition to
socialism’.

What further distinguishes ‘structural reform’ from ‘mere reformism’?
There are, in fact, two key attributes of ‘structural reform’ that do. One lies
in the insistence that any reform, to be structural, must not be comfortably
self-contained (a mere ‘improvement’) but must, instead, be allowed self-
consciously to implicate other ‘necessary’ reforms that flow from it as part
of an emerging and on-going project of structural transformation in a
coherently left-ward direction. Secondly, a structural reform cannot come
from on high: instead it must root itself in popular initiatives in such a way
as to leave a residue of further empowerment – in terms of growing
enlightenment/self-consciousness and in terms of organisational capacity
– for the vast mass of the population who thus strengthen themselves for
further struggles, further victories: ‘The emancipation of the working class
[and its allies] can become a total objective only if in the course of the
struggle they have learned something about self-management, initiative and
collective decision – in a word, if they have had a foretaste of what
emancipation means’ (as Gorz specifically argued the case in his Socialism
and Revolution (1973)).

My own initial advocacy (as advanced with special reference to South
Africa in both the New Left Review, and in Transformation) of this approach
to transformative/revolutionary/socialist endeavour elicited some favourable
response but also sharp criticism from the likes of Alex Callinicos (a noted
‘big bang’ theorist of socialist revolution) in a subsequent issue of the NLR
(1992). Indeed, he chose to see my advocacy of ‘structural reform’ as being
put forward as, yes, ‘a detour on, rather than an abandonment of, the road
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to revolution’ – but as representing, nonetheless, a serious mistake on my
part. And yet my claim was actually even bolder than Callinicos suggests and
I would stand by it as an appropriate amendment to much conventional left
language.

Quite specifically, I argued, there is very good reason to insist that a
strategy of structural reforms not be seen as being, at best, some mere
‘detour’  but rather, under most conceivable circumstances, as being the
very essence of revolution itself – and that that’s a good thing too. For it
suggests a model of socialist activity that can force the most unromantic
reading of the odds against any very immediate transformation of existing
capitalist circumstances and yet permit a definition of sites and modes of real
struggle and a concretisation of tactics and strategies that opens up the
possibility of moving towards just such a transformation. Moreover, it
promises to underscore the saliency of substantive issues (rather than
vague revolutionary nostrums) in terms of which leaderships can most
effectively be held to democratic account by their constituencies and these
very constituencies can become ever more conscious of their actual
‘classness’ – not as some theoretical given but as the practical content of
their own lives and public activities.

Of course, in the real world there are many temptations to abandon the
lessons articulated above and abandon, as well, reasoned strategy in favour
of militant rhetoric – to abandon, in favour of vanguardist self-righteousness,
processes of negotiation as between and among comrades. For the slow,
negotiated accretion of a culture of socialist ‘common sense’ within which
conflicting claims on the left – as to specific issues or as to overall direction
– can be democratically debated and resolved is key. As distinct from a liberal
consensus as ground for political contestation, we need to work towards the
establishment of an emerging socialist consensus, not at the expense of
politics and difference but as the terrain for their fullest expression and
debate: for real debate and struggle in short, but on the increasingly agreed
basis of shared socialist and democratic premises, not capitalist and liberal
ones.

Callinicos, for his part, flagged many dangers in such an approach.
Certainly, one mustn’t be naïve: the side of resistance to revolutionary
change – the dominant class, its military and its external backers (as in many
of the struggles against white power during the initial years of liberation
struggle in southern Africa) – will often play pretty violent hard-ball indeed.2

Then the escalation of confrontation may sometimes, of necessity, pass



17

“Structural reform” – the concept continues

beyond the boundaries that make anything like  ‘structural reform’ possible
– though that ‘necessity’ can have some very severe long-term implications
for any movement committed to realising socialist and democratic outcomes.
Indeed, the price, human and political, of any such necessary escalation
(militarisation, hierarchy, secrecy and the reliance upon violence) is one of
the main reasons why many of us continue to fight (as in the anti-apartheid
days) so hard against those imperatives of class and profit within our own
western societies that have so often placed our western governments and
corporations on the wrong side of struggles for freedom. For, by doing so,
they are giving aid and sustenance to the very side, that of the perpetrators
of oppression in the Global South, that makes more violent means of
resistance to them seem a necessary (albeit costly) strategy to also be
embraced by the oppressed.

Nonetheless, to simultaneously caricature the claims (and the virtues,
under many conditions of revolutionary endeavour) of structural reform and
of the creative tensions that it can promise, seems to mean, by definition, no
opposing leaders, no conflicting political organisations or popular initiatives,
no differences of opinion about strategy and tactics – in effect no politics
– within the broader movement that claims to be seeking a transition to
socialism. Indeed, when a thinker like Callinicos comes up against the
complexities that real politics can reveal, he tends to back away and merely
invoke that magic talisman, ‘mass struggle’, to outrank competing arguments.
Yet, if we have learned nothing else from the history of  ‘socialism’ it is that
substituting the pure flame of  ‘revolutionism’ for the hard calculation and
subtle politics of structural reform is a recipe for disaster.

As Kagarlitsky (in emphasising, as we have seen, the crucial potential
importance of ‘structural reform’ to the struggle for socialism) concluded,
Marx himself ‘was convinced that reforms prepare not only for revolution but
also for socialism. In other words, for Marx the value of reforms was not in
that they undermined the old system – sometimes they even strengthen it
– but in their creation of elements of the new system within the framework
of the old society. This theme in Marx’s theory has been completely ignored
by revolutionaries and reformist social democracy alike’.  But such a silence
cannot be allowed to continue if success in a long, wearing struggle for
genuine socialism and egalitarian development is to become a real possibility
– not least in South Africa.
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The concept’s present utility
At the dawn of the 1990s (when the NLR and Transformation articles that
I am discussing were first written), and despite the continuing collapse of
such seeming mainstays of progressive experimentation as the Soviet
Union, much seemed possible in South Africa. In part this hope was asserted
by many commentators without full knowledge, now more publicly available,
of the compromises that the ANC and notably Thabo Mbeki, had already
begun to offer to global capitalism in order to ensure both a more immediate
transition from apartheid itself and a consolidation of the ANC’s own post-
apartheid political rule. Of course, many of us abroad already shared with
certain activists here very mixed impressions as to the actual revolutionary
vocation of the ANC. Springing from our long association with it abroad in
the joint cause of anti-apartheid activity our misgivings were very real, for
reasons I have emphasised both in a recent Transformation article and in an
account of solidarity activities in North America that I have just completed
for a SADC-sponsored research team exploring the years of overt southern
African liberation struggle (Saul 2010b and Saul forthcoming).

Nonetheless, it remains difficult to know for certain the full range of
factors that have affected negatively the prospects of a more fully progressive
outcome, a more expansive liberation,3 in South Africa. Much is now
explained by both observers and some activists in terms of the hostility of
global and local conditions (especially in the wake of the Soviet Union’s
collapse) to any more radical attempt, much too in terms of the negative
learning experience of previous failed ‘socialist projects’ elsewhere on the
sub-continent of which the ANC-in-exile had direct experience (Tanzania,
Mozambique). In such circles, less is heard these days – though it is, of
course, a mode of critique that has never been absent from the work of many
other South African writers and militants (Marais 2011, Alexander 2010,
McKinley 2007, Saul 2007a) – of the bald, tough Fanonist paradigm of ‘false
decolonisation’, one which suggests that there has been a virtual
‘recolonisation’ of the country, a recolonisation entered into by a new
(black) elite-cum-compradorial class that has been prepared, by and large,
to submit to global capitalist dictate while taking local power chiefly in its
own class interests and abandoning the legitimate aspirations of the mass
of the population.

Yet this latter model does remain, in a variety of ways, quite persuasive
in explaining the South African denouement to the anti-apartheid struggle.
Certainly, as in his letter to the present author (but a letter also since
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published in Transformation, see Bernstein 2007 and Saul 2007b) Rusty
Bernstein, shortly before his death, saw that mass energies had in fact been
freed from below in the last years of anti-apartheid struggle, energies that
were, in fact, available for sustaining of an on-going struggle to realise an
ever more meaningful liberation in class, gender and democratic terms. For
Bernstein this was most clearly evidenced in the assertions of the United
Democratic Front, but one might point to the trade union/working-class
militancy of the time as well. And yet, by and large, the ANC’s choice during
this transition phase, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, was (in Bernstein’s
view) to abandon any such radical liberatory prospect of mass empowerment.
And this, in turn, was key to the taming, at least temporarily, of South
Africa’s (and the ANC’s) ostensible transformative vocation.

Those of us who harboured similar scepticism regarding the ANC sought
to contribute, through some of our writing of the time, to the further
amplification of the broader possibilities of sustained struggle. Perhaps this
involved, on our part, a willed and self-conscious understating of the
dangers of the ANC’s ‘betrayal’ (for the truth was that we already knew
enough to suspect the likelihood of a less than satisfactory trajectory for the
ANC’s project from the outset) of any radical-cum-socialist project. However,
we chose to do so, tactically, in such a way as to help tease out from within
the ANC elements committed to a similar long-term goal as our own. Nor were
we here being merely naïve: we also chose such a tactic because we believed
that forces in civil society (including the trade unions) might well prove to
be just too strong in their demands and their assertions to be easily side-
tracked by the ANC brass, the bureaucrats and a rising cadre of black
entrepreneurs.

And still they might, although in the post-apartheid period any full-blown
project of revolution against capital (or, as now seems increasingly to be
appropriate formulation, against capital plus its now-ANC spokespersons
and their state) seems unlikely to occur in quite such stark terms. In
consequence, the language and practice of ‘structural reform’ used in a
register that evokes not some mythical ‘two-stage’ theory of progress as
engineered by the ANC but, instead, genuinely radical and transformative
practices and outcomes, remains of continuing relevance even as we move
ever deeper into the post-apartheid phase. Thus, throughout South Africa,
the number of groups in the society that – in work-places and especially in
the urban townships (with their countless cost-of-living-related and service-
delivery protests) – remain prepared to make substantive demands that the
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powerful cannot easily handle continues to expand markedly on the post-
apartheid terrain (Bond 2005). Not all have been as effective as the Treatment
Action Campaign in mounting and winning their case (albeit, in the TAC
case, this has been achieved within the relatively restricted terms in which
they have sought to frame their demands). But there have also been moments
when the concerted activity of groups with even more candidly transformative
goals – such as the APF (Anti-Privatisation Forum) and the Landless
People’s Movement – did seem, in the moment, much more coordinated,
powerful and promising than proved, just then, to be the actual case.4

Still, it is not surprising that statistically the level of popular protest
remains high in South Africa. True, many of the demands of such protests
are, if you like, ‘reformist’ in thrust, but the popular involvement in framing
and pressing them is profoundly educative for the participants nonetheless:
in short, there is some real potential for such reforms to begin to turn
‘structural’.5 Of course it is as yet difficult to see the precise modalities by
which this ‘reformism’ could begin to have counter-hegemonic (read:
revolutionary) weight and impact. Some do see real promise in events like the
late 2010 outreach to civil society by Vavi and the COSATU brass (an
outreach much frowned upon by the ANC)6 and have also hailed the January
2011 meeting of a diverse group of trade unionists, civic activists and left
intellectuals under the rubric of a novel ‘Conference of the Democratic Left’
as a possible straw in the wind7 as regards the discovery of a new politics.
Indeed, seeking ever more effective and developed political modalities of
this sort is the task that continues to confront structural reformists/
revolutionaries in contemporary South Africa. For we can and must struggle
in expectation – given the cruel, impoverished, and deeply inegalitarian
circumstances in which most South Africans find themselves – of an ever-
rising consciousness amongst this vast number of exploited people as to the
nature of the necessary tasks ahead.

Notes
1. See both his book and his related article of the same title in Socialist Register 1968

(London: Merlin, 1968).
2. Gorz himself keeps returning to this crucial point as well, emphasising that ‘the

bourgeoisie will never relinquish power without a struggle and without being
compelled to do so by revolutionary action on the part of the masses’,... and also
the sobering implications of that fact.

3. ‘Expansive’ in terms of ‘liberation’ as defined not merely with reference to racial/
national liberation but also to class and gender emancipation and as linked to the
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full assertion of democratic voice; on this subject see Saul (2010a).
4. On one moment of great seeming possibility – the mass Alexandra to Sandton

march to protest the terms of reference of World Summit on Social Development
held in Johannesburg in 2002 – see Saul (2005, chapter 10).

5. Much will depend, clearly, on the broader ideological and organisational terms
in which such activities find expression. There are good reasons, for example,
for deep suspicion of reformist (‘mere reformism’?) formulations that continue
to be articulated within a ‘national-democratic revolution’ framework and by the
ANC-SACP-COSATU Alliance. This latter, I have suggested in articles prepared
for the Mail & Guardian  published in Saul 2009: 284-96,  to be South Africa’s
‘big A’Alliance, and I contrasted it to a possible alternative ‘small a’ alliance,
one that would begin to see progressive workers and township activists joining
to build a new kind of genuinely left politics and very different modalities of
genuine ‘structural reform’. On this subject see also Bond (2011).

6. See ‘Cosatu conference “pains”ANC’, Mail & Guardian , November 5 to 11,
2010. This article begins by commenting that, ‘In the bitter fallout over its
participation in last week’s civil society conference, Cosatu is torn between its
alliance partner, the ANC, and 56 civil society organisations...’, and it also
describes this conference as one ‘during which the government’s shortcomings
and ways of addressing these were aired’.

7. Cf. poet John Selden (1584-1654) in his Table Talk: ‘Take a straw and throw
it up into the air, you shall see by that the way the wind is’.
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