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‘Where Turner argued for individuals to make ethical choices
unconstrained by prevailing relations of power, Webster’'s concernis
tolocate him—andthrough Turner, Webster himself —asfar aspossible
on the winning side.” (Andrew Nash 1998)2

For decades, Eddie Webster has spoken up repeatedly and consistently in
defense of the idea that Rick Turner’s approach to politics was faithfully
carried on by the organisations of struggle that developed after Turner’'s
death. Given this remarkable consistency, Webster’s recent comments in
reaction to my biography of Turner are utterly unremarkable. Anyone who
has followed these debates — even only marginally — over the years could
have guessed what Webster might say. Already in 1993, Webster went so
far asto claim that COSATU' spoliciesreflect ‘ the corevaluesof Turner’s
vision of participatory democracy. Thisis the contribution of the life and
writings of Richard Turner to the process of transition in the nineties’ . For
decades now, Eddie Webster has been doggedly concerned with placing
Rick Turner on the so-called ‘winning side’ of history.
Thequestionis, why isthissuch acompelling point of view for him?What
isat stakeininterpreting Turner’ slegacy inthisway?Why would|, after five
yearsof extensiveresearchintothesubject, insist, incontra-distinction, that
Turner’'s political vision was largely eclipsed by the ‘one-dimensional
heroes’ of the liberation struggle? | would like to try to grapple with the
significant difference between Webster’ s position and my own.
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As Webster has had plenty of space to frame his argument, | will not
recountit here. Insum, thecrux of hisargumentisthat Rick Turner advocated
for ‘radical reform’ (thistermisentirely Webster’s, not Turner’s) and that
| have over-emphasised Turner’s Utopian notions at the expense of his
strategic proposalstowardsreform. In sum, | reply that Rick Turner clearly
advocated for an approach to politicsthat privilegesdial ogue and democracy
above discipline and structure (and never abandoned his longing for a
Utopian society) and that this methodology was openly opposed and
eschewed by the organi sationsthat devel oped during Turner’ slifetime, and
even more so in the years after his death.

| have no disagreement with Webster regarding hisassertion that Turner
had a strategic sense, and was keenly interested in practical initiatives
towardsthe kind of social change he desired. Indeed, Rick Turner played a
critical role in encouraging young whites to develop a class analysis, and
even to make connections with struggles of the black working class.
However, there was, at the core of Turner’s politics, a steady attention to
qualitativeaspectsof social transfor mation. For example, Turner attempted
to make an alliance with trade unions in the hope that they could be part of
an overall process of transforming what he called the ‘human model’ that
governs our affairs, away from the capitalist human model and towards a
Utopian model in which everyone is guaranteed meaningful participation
both in their workplace and in all of the decisions that affect their lives.

Webster, and otherswho claim loyalty to the trade union movement, are
fond of referring to the unions’ traditions of internal democracy and non-
racialism. Surely thereis some substance to this, but the attempt to draw a
clear link between these traditions and Turner’s vision of participatory
democracy is exaggerated at best, and disingenuous at worst.

Turner insisted on the need for organisations that, in his words, ‘pre-
figure the future. Organisations must be participatory rather than
authoritarian... if people are to become conscious of the possibilities of
freedom’. That is, Turner insisted that organisation—in-and-of-itself —isnot
a value; organisations must value ‘people over things', resist hierarchies
and encourage a climate of love and autonomy. It was precisely this
insistencethat alienated him fromthetrade union movement, andin particular
men such as John Copelyn, Alec Erwin and all therest that preferred power
over process, structure over human beings.

DespiteWebster’ sclaimthat my work is‘only half done’, itisactually the
case that my research into the Institute for Industrial Education and the
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project’ sfatein relation to the emerging trade union movement isthe most
thoroughtodate. Webster’ sreview of my work largely ignoresthe extensive
interviewsl conducted with John Copelyn, Alec Erwin, Omar Badsha, Halton
Cheadle, FosziaFisher, Tony Morphet, Dan O’ Meara, L awrence Schlemmer
(and even Webster himself) regarding the 11 E and its demise. Thisstory is
crucial to an analysis of Turner’slegacy within the trade union movement.

Across the board, trade union organisers that worked with Turner
recounted, unequivocally, that they found Turner’s dialogic and open-
ended approachtoworker’ seducation to be cumbersome and detrimental to
the pressing task of building an organisation within a repressive political
climate. Thisopen hostility to theradical pedagogical approach of thellE,
and the concurrent decision to dismantle the organisation altogether (and,
crucially, to absorb its budget into the trade unions) is carefully recounted
inmy book. Inlight of these heated debatesand their very real conseguences,
why would Webster try to convince us that the trade union movement has
been carrying on Turner’s legacy over the past decades?

Thereisin Webster’s emphasis a frightening denial of personal choice
and personal responsibility. That is, Webster would have usbelievethat the
apartheid staterepressed and silenced Turner, whilethe movement affirmed
him. Thisisan extreme over-simplification, and obscuresacritical process
of reflectioninto the valuesof theindividual sand organi sationsthat fought
against apartheid. Toillustratethispoint, itisworth quotingDan O’ Meara’' s
telling confession of hisown political choicesat somelength: ‘ The kind of
gutter Marxism (mechanistic Marxism) which emerged in South Africa
provided avery easy answer to the new circumstancesin the country after
1973. | became a Marxist at just that time, and it was psychologically an
immenserelief to me. It enabled meto answer all the questionsthat Rick’s
positions couldn’t really answer for me'.* Why doesn’t Eddie Webster feel
itisimportant tolook critically at thewidespread decision amongst the South
African left wing to embrace a mechanistic politics, rather than a Utopian
one?

Perhapsthe pragmatistswere more efficient than Turner ever could have
been, more shrewd at negotiating, more conscious of the dynamicsof Power
—how to slowly build organisationswith hundreds of thousands of members
and usher in changesthat affect tens of millions. | have no doubt that aturn
towardsthe ‘old left’, towards ahierarchal, top-down approach ‘works' as
far asitsown aims —the trade unions grew strong and the ANC hasbeenin
power for two decades. And, so, what is at stake here?
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Webster has said that we are now at acrossroads, and | would agree. But,
what isthe essential featureof thisdifficultjunctureof history? The current
governing allianceisdeeply stagnated, hemmedin by their ownfrightening
mix of socialist rhetoric, Stalinist organisational principles and capitalist
policies. If weareto unravel thethread from the present state of stagnation
back throughtime, I think wewill find that the critical momentsof disjuncture
lie precisely in the kinds of mechanistic politics that developed during
Turner’slifetime.

Whilel haveto assumethat Webster intendsto compliment Turner, itis
ultimately either a false compliment, or a back-handed one. The ultimate
erasureof Rick Turner’ spoliticsisto claimthat they have been assimilated
into the movements that developed after his death. Aslong as we believe
that Rick Turner’ svisionwasenthusiastically embraced by thosewho came
after him, then wewill remain trapped within adeadening cul-de-sac. What
isneeded now isaradical alternativetothepoliticsthat seemtoberelatively
permanent within South Africa.

Ironically, in understanding fully the extent to which Rick Turner was
marginalised by the one-dimensional heroes of theliberation struggle, then
Turner’sideas will have spaceto re-emerge asaviable alternative.
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