
TRANSFORMATION 86 (2014) ISSN 0258-7696 1

Introduction

‘The life and times of Neville Alexander’

Crain Soudien
crain.soudien@uct.ac.za

A year after Neville Alexander died in August 2012 the Centre for Non-
Racialism and Democracy (CANRAD) at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan
University hosted a commemorative conference in his honour. The purpose
of the conference was to reflect on Alexander’s significance for the struggle
for freedom, equality and justice in South Africa. The conference had the
benefit of a number of provocative keynote addresses and a good collection
of papers. The keynote addresses will be published by CANRAD itself.
Transformation 86 brings you two of these papers, by Bill Freund and
Michael Cloete.

There are important thematic currents which ran through the conference.
Those which stand out, as might be expected, given Alexander’s major
interests, are nation-building, the national question, the role of the
university, and, the question of ‘race’. The question of ‘race’ is, of course,
high on the national agenda, and, to a somewhat lesser degree, so is the
question of the university. Distinctly less so are the national question and
nation-building – while the latter featured a decade ago it has been
supplanted by the idea of ‘social cohesion’ at present. These are not terms
which find easy resonance in our current political discourse, which make
these themes feel somewhat out of time. Very little of the blogging, the
commentary in the popular media and even writing in scholarly journals is
about the nation and how it should or could be built. Why this is so bears
thinking about, because, if the frame of building the nation is indeed not a
priority, we have important new or additional work to be doing in our social
analysis.

There are many urgent issues that have captured the attention of the
country. The immediate questions of employment and job creation, crime
and safety, corruption and integrity have, as can be understood, taken
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central stage. At issue, I want to suggest, in this preoccupation with the
immediate is a displacement of the sense of the larger context in which these
issues play themselves out. The discussion has moved towards new
alignments in the country around and about how one thinks and practices
the politics of freedom, equality and justice. How power is constituted in
these new alignments about freedom, equality and justice is not, as a
question, posed in sufficiently analytic or theoretical terms. Instead, in the
clamour of the urgency, analysis has taken a journalistic turn, and for the
purpose of providing answers as to where the solutions lie, has fixated on
the symptomatic – it is towards irrational behaviour or greedy individuals
that explanation moves. How power is being approached, how it is thought
of and understood, and how, in relation to this, it provides for ways in which
people in the common space of South Africa develop practices of
connectedness – nationhood and nation-building – are not questions that
are being raised systematically. The outcome of this superficiality is a
tendency to blame either the African National Congress or the Democratic
Alliance for whatever failure or breakdown has happened and, almost
inevitably, wittingly or unwittingly to invoke a genre of explanation that
depends on racial superstition. It is then the black ANC or the white DA
which is irretrievably the problem. The theory in this analysis, to make sense
of whatever situation is highlighted, is often arbitrarily eclectic or crudely
essentialist depending on where it comes from. Illustrating this, David
Johnson (2013:29) provides the example of the Minister of Trade and
Industry, Mandisi Mpahlwa, who quotes Fanon in defence of ‘the boldness
and self-reliance of the founder of Tata Enterprises, Jamsetjie Tata who was
turned away at the door (of the best hotel in India), because he was Indian.
His response, to build the Taj Mahal Hotel…’.

Of course, this broad-brushed characterisation of the discursive landscape
of our past and our present over-simplifies, but it is important for us to
acknowledge that the dynamics and what is considered important in our
politics have shifted. I am suggesting that in contrast to the kind of analysis
we are seeing in the current period, analysis in the struggle against apartheid
was marked by a much stronger interest in what old-fashioned analysts
would call the relationship between the base and the superstructure. Current
analysis appears to be less concerned with this. There was in the older
struggle analysis a heightened consciousness of the role of the political
economy and its ideological elaborations in influencing the direction political
struggle should take. Questions such as the national question mattered in
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this struggle environment because it encouraged the discussion to look for
and understand how power operated at multiple scales and how, in
consequence, one should be developing responses to these. How should
the struggle against apartheid be prosecuted, who should be its major
beneficiaries and who should lead, it were key issues in the debate. In this
debate were self-conscious liberals against self-conscious socialists. The
socialists themselves self-consciously, and sometimes even pedantically,
split among themselves when it was sensed that a principle was being
breached. The critical lines of differentiation between liberals and socialists
formed around issues of the primacy of the individual versus the interests
of the collective. Amongst socialists, ‘race’ and class and their relationship
to one another, were fiercely debated questions: should ‘race’ be understood
as an autonomous phenomenon or should it be seen as an epiphenomenon?
Alexander, critically, understood this question in more intersectional ways
than most of his contemporaries. In contrast to most of his interlocutors, he
was able to connect the structural and the personal. In Thoughts on the New
South Africa, he says ‘The real question behind these reflections is how we
can tap back into the power which actually exists in many different social
spaces and instantiations but which we have made ourselves believe is
vested only in and, indeed, belongs to “the government”. If the BCM [Black
Consciousness Movement] and other movements … taught us anything, it
is that we always have access to power, as long as we know how it is
distributed’ (Alexander 2013:192). He understood how, in relation to the
forces of the various kinds of structures in which one lived, one could act.
He derived his understanding of the need to act from an analysis which
sought to connect the multiple ways in which power came to be brought to
bear on one. The power of capitalism at a structural level was deeply related
to the internal ways in which an individual managed his or her racial, gender,
national and class identity. His support for the black consciousness movement
was precisely for the way it connected self-esteem and self-consciousness
with a larger struggle against all forms of human oppression. It did not end
at black liberation. The contributions and discussion at the conference
sought to elaborate the significance of the approach he takes to these
questions. They provide, anachronistic as they might come across to some
in the discussion, important lines of argument to insert into the debates as
they are currently taking form because, it could be argued, the discussion
of dignity, which a great deal of the identitarian preoccupation with black
unity is understandably concerned with, does not locate that question in a
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larger frame of global economics. It is this, I suggest, that is significant about
reflections about Alexander’s contributions over decades. Such an approach,
a line of argument found in reading NevilleAlexander’s life-long work,
begins to provide a response to approaches taken by Minister Mpahlwa and
hopefully contribute to a new set of discussions which recover some of the
older concerns and places them in the new context. What this points to is
the need for new discursive approaches which engage with the problematics
presented by the present but which also recognise and draw on the insights
of the old.
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