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This fascinating and timely book oscillates interestingly between two sets
of tensions that the authors –and particularly the editors in the introduction
and the conclusion – address in convincing terms. The first tension rises in
thinking how do we reconcile a plurality of Marxisms while embracing
Marxism as a coherent set of guiding principles, without becoming post-
Marxists. The second tension concerns what kind of guiding principles
Marxism provides: analytical or political?

 The varied approaches therefore that Williams suggests in the introduction
(12) entail a plurality of meanings to the term Marxism as well as a plural
reading of Marxist politics in the light of political developments of the 21st

century. The book, if taken as a whole, seems to suggest that it is futile to
address this distance of analysis and politics. Most authors thence depart
from a situated analytical perspective. We therefore have chapters where
there is analysis and critique of Marxism as politics (ANC’s ‘Marxism’ for
instance), chapters where there is a critical reading of Marxist analysis (and
politics) alongside other traditions (Foucault, feminism, ecology), and
chapters where Marxist politics are assessed in the context of new social
realities (South Africa’s urban social movements). The contemporary period
is then seen as a prism to analyse in sobriety either current affairs in Southern
Africa or (mainly unfortunate) events in the African 20th century.

 For these reasons, this book’s title is indicative of its contributors’ and
editors’ intentions: the stress is first on the plural tense of the noun
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(Marxisms) and then on the timing: 21st century. However, adapting a plural
take that is open-ended comes with responsibility: we should differentiate
between ideology and analytical systems.

On this note, it would be helpful to decipher what this collection is not.
The collection in then not contributing to the ongoing debate involving
scholars like Zizek, Badiou, Balibar and others, on new-found Marxism. It is
therefore not a philosophical book, as the theoretical contributions are few
(Veriava’s chapter stands out in this respect). It is not a strictly politicised
book either, and partakes only to a small extent in the Latin American-centred
debate for and on ‘socialism for the 21st century’ (although one chapter ends
with an Evo Morales quote (162)).

The collection is not in a political theory, as much as in a critical policy
direction and in its most theoretically driven chapters it decidedly becomes
part of what Burawoy (2003; and this volume) calls a sociological Marxism
(46). This Marxism, that takes advantage of Gramsci (as per Satgar’s chapter)
and Polanyi (as per Burawoy’s chapter) is positioned in civil society. This
focus illuminates the book’s relevance, and  comes at a crucial time and place
in the three ways that the subtitle explains: a time and place of crisis, critique
and struggle in civil societies of Africa, and in the global capitalist context.
These three themes, organising the material, permeate all three chapters:
One. Democratising and Globalising Marxism, Two. Marxism and Left
Politics; and Three. Crises of Marxism in Africa and possibilities for the
future. An attention to critique is given in Chapters One and Two, while
Chapter Three delineates a Marxism for South Africa and from an ‘African’
perspective, as it deploys Marxisms in a framework of the South addressing
social and historical patterns of the South.

Satgar, taking Gramsci to this Southern trajectory, interestingly notes
how the concept of ‘passive revolution’ could help us understand post-
apartheid SA (66-67). He urges us to see the historicist Gramsci outside his
strictly Italian references, by tracing the argument, for instance, to Cosatu’s
policies. His point that ‘all history is world history’ brings Gramsci in
dialogue with Wallerstein; it would be interesting to trace this further in a
discussion of how notions such as the ‘subaltern’ influenced post-colonial
studies, or how this interacts with Eric Wolf’s work on ‘people without
history’.

The philosophical take to the volume comes mainly with Veriava, who
takes issue with the ongoing criticism to the relevance of ‘critique’. Departing
from Hardt’s point that ‘alternatives’ imply political tasks, he engages in a
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long discussion of Foucault’s theory of economy and government in
relation to Marx (a ‘critical tradition without Marx’ (87)). The ‘critical
attitude’ of Foucault, he argues, to problematise the rationalist conception
of critique, could speak with Marx’s. Veriava underlines that his is not a
synthesis of the two thinkers but a ‘tactical alliance’ between them. (I am
reminded of Graeber’s point that Weber and Foucault, owed much of their
influence to their reception as ‘a kind of anti-Marx’ (Graeber 2012:110)).

The next two contributions bring sociological Marxism in encounter with
the two major issues it is often accused to have left hanging: feminism and
environmentalism. Cock and Luxton debate whether Marxism has been
‘malestream’ (119). They present a neat intellectual history of feminism’s
relation to Marxism and argue that feminist demands have been met in a
‘resolutely social democratic fashion’ leaving capitalist configurations
unharmed (111). Their point on social reproduction being composed of
practices of maintenance and reproduction alongside production is in line
with debates in the social sciences bringing the two paths (feminism and
Marxism) to a fruitful convergence. We need, the authors rightly argue,
approaches where the domestic and the public sphere are integrated and the
social reproduction concept serves this need.

Dialectically Pillay embraces Marxism coming from an ecological direction,
while he approaches ecology via Marxism. He debates the alleged
anthropocentrism of Marxism that neglects environmental concerns, in a
productivist intellectual trajectory. He argues convincingly that ‘fossil
capitalism’ (that preys on finite resources as if they were infinite, emits harm
and declines the ambient), can be analysed through Marxism precisely
because Marxism goes well beyond the ‘Promethean’ image often painted
for it. Pillay shows how ‘sustainability’ was a concern for Marx (152), and
reminds us, bringing the conversation back to Polanyi, as Michael Burawoy
does himself, of ‘fictitious commodities’. There is fruitful dialogue here:
Pillay argues that Marxism is far from anthropocentric and claims a ‘mastery’
and not ‘domination’ of nature (154); Burawoy’s ‘third wave Marxism’
indicates the mainly environmental concerns and the commodification of
nature of contemporary capitalism (47).

Glaser’s contribution is historical and in a critical direction re African
Marxisms. The chapter’s organisation into seven theses helps to provide a
comprehensive yet critical picture of Marxisms’ adventures in the continent.
Among his interesting points, he points how so-called ‘Marxist’ regimes in
Africa have often been ‘local champions and cultural outliers’ (174-6), that
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their failures are due to their skewed ideas on and of democracy and their
flawed domestic policies, and that they had distinctive ‘African’ features
despite their claims to universalism.

The remainder of the book draws on political protest and discontent in the
southern African region. Saul’s chapter discusses the ‘tropos of socialist
defeat’ in Southern Africa (197), drawing a Fanonian critique (Fanon’s name
rightly appears several times in the collection). The chapter discusses the
‘frontline’ socialist states, historicising the problematic, and offers a nuanced
political analysis. The article’s conclusive points on an imminent ‘spring of
discontent’ are coupled by those of Bond, Desai and Ngwane, in the chapter
that follows Saul’s. They depart from Trotsky’s ‘uneven and combined
development’ thesis (221), to debate how social movements should move to
more radical than the winnable demands, that often contribute to their
demise. To that avail, they draw a really useful, situated definition of the
‘local’ in terms of ‘local struggles in South Africa’. According to that, ‘local
struggles’ focus on administrative and jurisdictional boundaries, on the one
hand, and on the site of social reproduction on the other (227).

Overall, the book provides a much needed, comprehensive outlook on
Marxisms in contemporary South Africa and the greater region, while it
engages with global debates. The book serves both those interested to
position Marxism in 21st century South Africa and in 21st century intellectual
debates in the world around the pluralities of Marxism today. Satgar
chooses, in his apt conclusion to the book, to stress the main political issue
with Marxism in a globalised era: that of democracy and ‘pluralities of power’
(285). After all, the collection forms part of the ‘Democratic Marxism series’
of Wits University Press; the thought-provoking volume will hopefully be
followed by interesting contributions to the debate it initiates.
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