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CHAPTER ONE
VWHY -
REVOLUTI ONARI ES.
NEED MARXI SM
Revol uti onaxi es regard thenselves 51:! and forenbst as practical people
dedicated to ctunging the world. They are rightly suspicious oithose who
nerely talk about the iniustices of apartheid and the evils of capitalism
andnemeent ouansht et hei xwor dsi nt oacti on. ' Byt hei rdeeds ye
shal |l know themi is an old saying which adm rably echoes the emphasis
whi ch m thensel ves phce upon the i npmce of putting things
httopncti ce: otconnml yteetingeveryt hi nqwenyand do accordi ng
to the mdnckotrell neitsel f. Wy thenshoul dwebot heroum m
with the study otphil oeophy?
Phi | osophy ' Wihan the nature dthe world. the concept
that ’the phil osophers have only interpreted the world in various ways;
t hepoi nt howeveri st ochngei t", andt hennt hoeewho cl ai nt hat
this support: the argunment that since revol utionxies axe concened with
changing the world, they can and should do away w th phil osophy
dt oget her.
To show why phil osophy is inportant am why we need to make a
thorough study ot Muxi st phil osophy - dialectial matezialism- in par-
ticular. we nust hmtackle the question of
0) Revolution and the Need for Theory 7
Those who imagine that all revolutionan ee need to do is act, forget that
I
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action on its own is not enough. (Strictly speaking. it is not even possi-
ble). No matter how passionately we hate oppression and wish to see
things change. there is only one force capable of elimnating colonialism
capitalismand reaction. and that is the oppressed and expl oited nmsses

| ed by an organi sation at revolutionaries. The organi sation of a' popuiar
noverent. the organi sation of a disciplined communi st pany around

a politicsl pxogramme able to unite and co-ordi nate various forns of
struggle and direct themtowards a comopn goal. is essential?

Yet once we till: about a novenent. a party aTtd s programe we are

not sinply tal king about action. we are tal king about action which has
been t hought out. for the only way in which anyone can plan agtivity

and produce it programme is through revolutionary thinking J- the

devel opnent 01 revolutionary theory which. it it is properly worked out.
does not hold back our practical activity but rather serves as a conpass
whi ch enables us to nove in the direction we want to go. This is why
Lenin correctly argued in his classic Wrk Wiat is to be Done that the
sel ect the vanguard nghter can be fulfilled only by a party that is guid-
ed by the npbst advanced theory." to: the nore difficult and dangerous

the tasks lacing revolutionaries. the nore devel oped’ and carefully work-
ed out their theoretical perspectives need to be. Take a way of il-
lustrating this point. the South African Comuni st Pany’s programe.

The Road to South African Freedom Wile the iniquities of the whole
apartheid systemnmay be pretty obvi ous. thestgategy and tactics need-

ed to elinmnate themare not. The programre anal yses the particul ar
stxuqqgle in South Africa in the whole context of the African revol ution
the special chatacter oi the col onial-type oppression fxom which the
African. Coloured and Indian people in South Africa suffer; the role of
the national denocratic revolution as the vital first step along the road
to socialism and the inmponance of carrying through i nmedi ate pro-

posals ii a denocratic South Ahics is to be devel oped and consol i dat ed.
This programre is not sinply the product of yeers of revolutionary ex-
perience in southern African conditions: it is the product of years of ex-
perience translated into :evolutjogaty theory so that the people can be
shown that the ideal of a denocratic and liberated South Africa is not
sinmply a beautiful dreambut is a realistic and attai nabl e objective which
can be wgrlted and planned for. step by step.

But if we require revolutionary theory so that. in Lenin' s words. we

can substitute ’'science for dreans’.’ why do we need a specia

phi | osophi cal outl ook as well? Wiy do we need to basggugt heggy um

t hgpgi ncj pl es ot dialectical maten’slismwhich is the only |ogical and
consi stent phil osophy a comrmuni st can possi bly hol d?

To answex this question, it is inpottant we understand

(1'l') Phllosophy es the Bests of all our Thinking

The constnttion of a theory is like the construction of a house; not only
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)I must the walls be sound. but so nust the iounglations. and it is to the
real m of philosophy we nust tumit we went to nake sure that our theory
has str’cihitounclations. For the truth is that all theory. even it it has only
been worked out in relation to oge particular problem is rooted m

phi | osophy, some overall view oi the world. and even if we are unaware

of the existet TEFM underlying *Vyoxlimtlook’. it is there never-

theiess. serving as mwsis. the very foundati gl upon which all thought

and activity 1 est. ’

But why should this matter?

It matters because in the last analysis. policies and agqgn which are
based upon a tal se’ or inadequate phil ggophy can only |l ead us into defeat
and despair, for even it we hit upon’a patticuigrygglicy which is correct
initself - for exanple. the need under South Mican conditions to cott-
duct arned struggle - unless the philosophical basis of our policy is

also correct. we will make serious mstakes in carrying it through

To explain. Dialectical materialismas the phil osophical outlook of the
Conmuni st Pany. enables us, as The Road to South African heedom

puts it. to understand the world as it really is -- and how to change
it.” And there are two interrelated el enments involved here:
Firstly, the need 'to understand the world as it really is -- which is.

broadly speaking. a materialist approach. an approach which treats the
world as a material force inits own right that exists independently of
what we may think or like it to be: and

Secondly the need to understand this material world, either in nature
ox society. as a Wrld of intercoltgected change and devel opnent, a
worl d of universal conflict and conE-ailiction between what is old and



dyi ng and what is new and struggling to be born -- an approach we cal
di alectical.” . y ' .

Fused together into a single phil osophy, dialectics and materialism
enabl e us to increasingly change the world once we have under st ood
the laws of notion which are at work in its devel opnent. Dialectic: alerts
us to the need for change. materialismto the inportance of bringing
this change into line with the objective circunmstances which actually
prevail .

Supposing. for exanmple. we msapply dialectical materialismby stress-
ing didaQicsat the expense of materialism what is |ikely to happen?
W WII come to imagine- is Bllrtbftists .tvpically.d9. that our nere
desire or "will’' to changethings is nuch nore inportant then thgactua
condi ti onswhich have to be changed. The result? A tendency to pay
insufficient attention to the ?r ise character of the situatignjn Wlch
9C_m.- .__. e -

we |ind ourselves. the kind 0 popul ai suppoggwhi ghei gst sggggagti cul gr
time toga MAMQ LI TI Theiieal " bal ance oijorceg between ourselves

Shai na eneny. etc.

Thi s kind of m stake, though based in phil osophy, may have and on
occasi on has had. practical consequences of the nost damagi ng kind.
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For exanple. on October 1. 1865. sone |eaders of the |Indonesian Com

muni st Party took part in a suicidal coup intended to oust reactionariesl
in the armed forces. |anan’ nathereal political 69.114199"? in the coun-
WAmmmveomaa the nr. -

ty, the remmmmmgndm The right wing were able to

seize the initiative and unl eash one o! the worst waves of counter-

revol utionary terror ever seen. Literally hundreds oi thousands oi corn-
muni sts and denocrats lost their |ives.

Qur own novenent in South Africa. initiating and guiding the gansi-

tion to arnmed struggle in the early 1960s. failed to sufficiently foresee
Kni f’ prepare for the enemy’s viciously brutal response to the new

net hods of struggle. and our ranks sultered nany a grievous |oss at that
time. The strategy and tactics were correct, and Cenainly not adven-
tun’stic. but in their executionenthusiasmfor action was not matched

, by accurate anticipation o! the likely consequences.

But what of the opposite side of the problem the tendency to stress

the materialist elenment 0! our philosophy at the expense of the dialec-
tical? This error arises out of a tendency to be confused over the ques-
tion O!

(1'11) Philosophy and our Experience

Materialismas a pular a_nd denocngg phil osophy existed |ong before

Marx and Engels eve oped it into a gialg etical outlook. In its stress upon
an i ndependent and material world which igeasrellect. naterialismac-

cords with what is often called our 'experience or’cornnbn sense -

i ndeed. so much so. that some argue that "with all their years of politica
experience’ they don't need to worry about the principles of dialectica
materialismas a guide to their struggles.

Yet while this experience is always valuable and certainly preferable

to the fanciful notions which pseudo-revol utionaries may carry around

in their heads. on its own it is not sufficient to ensure that our activities
neet with success. Experience and common sense nmay di scourage
revol uti onaries from undertaking actions which are rash or ill-

consi dered. but they may al so prevent us from undenal ting any revol u-
tionary action at all

For exanple. when in 1950 | eadi ng nmenbers of the Comuni st Party

of South Mica decided in the face of the inpending Suppression of
Conmuni sm Act. that they had no alternative but to sinply dissolve the
Patty. some communi sts. both anong the | eadership and the rank and
tile. actually wote of! the po-ibility of formi ng a new Party underground
because of the dangers and difficulties this involved.

The point here is that if we stress the materialist conponent of our

phi | osophy at the expense of the dialectical. the result will not be ultra-
l ehisrn but its twin opposite - right-wi ng opportunism the tendency

to overestimate the strength of the eneny’ sg that the supericial appear-
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the nmene are mstaken tor the deeper trends at work in

$323131 realityflritgleled, legalistic illusions which stemfromart insuffi-
Eiently dial Ectical approach to politics, nay even lead to the land 0211
principled conmpromn ses whi ch make short term gains. anweaken

noverrent as awhol e. The willingness of Buthel ezi and other tonne: sup
Forters oi the liberation struggle to work Wthin the bantttstah systent

is a different sort of exanple of this. for although it seenms a realistic
policy. it in fact involves underestimating the iorces building up beneath
theQuriace’ of South African society which WIIl sweep the whole, rotten.
fraudul ent bantustan schenme away. These forces beneath the surface

can only be understood if we think both materialistically and dial ecncally
so that we see the uexldinj. 959C685 .0! consent chame- _ vy .

O course. sirni Ty studying the theory of dialectical materialismWII

not in itself ensure that serious nistakes are not nade. for the essence

of Marxist philosophy is that it has to be practically applied. Errors of
an ultra-leftist or right-opportunist kind arise not nmerely out of a failure
to learn about dialectical materialism- they also arise out of the failure
to get to grips with the question which nust now be considered. that of
Phlil h d the

(I'V) Conga: "75; of Concrete Condltiens’

What has been said so far about the inportance of philosophy as a

weapon in the class struggle should not be taken to_ nean (as the Maoists
seemto think) that everything can be found in a little Red Book which
instantly opens all doors with its sinple answers:

. Mar xi st phil osophy nust be understood as a guide to action and not

as sone kind of self-contai ned system of ideas which can be used as



a substitute for the actual task of carefully studying the real world. The
general principles of dialectical materialismact as a framework to assi st
us in our searchTor ma | aws of devel opment at work in a particular Butler
tion so that we becone nore sharply in tune with the nean features

' of objective reality and understand how they iluidly inter-relate as a pre-
, cess of change. The stress placed upon the tnponance of the nationa
liberation struggle as the particular formof the class struggle to be wage
ed under present South African conditions is a good exanple of the

creative application of Marxist philosophy to a specific situation. One

of the great achi evenents of communists |ike Mses Kotane was that

he i medi ately grasped (as Dr Yusut Dadoo puts it).the need to in-

di genl se Marxismso as to give it meaning fertile mllions cl_our

wor kers and peanuts, for it is the specific feature of the South African
situation that there can be 'no working class victory w thout black |tbera-
tion and no black liberation without the destruction of capitalismin all .-
its fornms’.’ The general principles of Marxi smlenimsm have to be con-
cretely applied and it is sinply not good enough to speak in the abstraet
about the contradiction between worker and capitalist as though tlus
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is all the class struggle involved!
Lenin put the question well when he said that:
"It is not enough to be a revolutionary and an adherent of socialism
or a conmuni st in general. You nust be able at each particular ino-
nent to find the particular link in the chain which you nmust grasp with
all your night in order to hold the whole chain and to prepare firmy
for the transition to the next link ..."
" For this is the essence oi the dialectical materialist approach: to discover
both the particular links in the revolutionary chain and to work out how
these links fit together as a whole. so that the constituent elenents in
the struggle - 'The African revolution’. 'the national denocratic revol u-
tion’ and the 'struggle for sooialism - are properly integrated into a
coherent and overall revolutionary strategy.
Under no circumnstances can dialectical materialismserve. as Engels
once put it. 'as an excuse for not studying history’w or as a pretext for
skating over the conplexities of a particular situation. Indeed. why this
is so will becone clearer once we understand the character of
(v) Dialectical Mtorlollsmas 0
Phi | osophy of a New Type
Marxismis the first philosophy in history to thoroughly grasp the in-
evitability of change and the dynam c and historical character of nature
and society. For the Marxist. in the words of Engels, 'nothing is stable
except instability. nothing is i movabl e except novenent’": in fact,
the only thing which cannot alter in the universe is change itself! No
wonder the white supremacists in southern Africa fear Marxismlike the
plague itself. for like all ruling classes. they wish to believe that their
privileged way of life will last forever!
Thi s stress upon novenent and contradiction as the basic force in the
uni verse nmakes dial ectical materialismunique as a philosphy and sets
it apart fromthe various phil osophies. popular and ruling class. which
preceded it.
To el aborate this point, it will help to distinguish:
(a) Philosophy as it has existed fromtinme imenorial. as a way of
| ooking at the world and understanding it in general terns; and
(b) Philosophy as it has been conceived of by ruling class
phi | osophers who have Sought to work out their theoretical prin-
ciples in a purely abstract way in a world which seens renpte from
the experience of the people and their social activities.
Phil osophy in the first sense is part of everyday thought and speech
and (as we have already seen) all our ideas have a basis in phil osophy
whet her we are aware of this fact or not. Indeed, this kind of philosophy
exi sted | ong before people calling thenselves ’'phil osophers’ arrived
on the scene. and in its earliest forms, for exanple in primtive com
muni st society. such a philosophy had a quality and a richness which
6
was | ost in those countries where peopl e began to phil osophise in an
abstract and over-specialised way. A Lerunp_comrents t hat
| "the forns of primtive comuni smexisting in Africa before European
conquest enbodi ed cul tures, values and traditions in many ways far
superior to those of the representatives of capitalismwho invaded and
destroyed thorn ..."’
This point also applies to the vivid and lively tradition in early’ ghil osophy
where ideas about truth and norality, nature and universe were express
ed through sg ng and dance. storytelling and drama and in the

denocrati c popul ar assenblies - part of the living iabrTc’' of social prao
tice itself.
O course, this kind of philosophy suffered fromthe fact that it was
a limted and parochial (as common sense often is today) and naturally
refl ected the _narrow basis of tribal society. but at least it had the virtue
of being in toiich with popular feeling and social needs.
How di d phil osophy acquire its reputation as a body of thought renote
fromthe world of reality?
The historical division of society into antagonistic classes brought the
devel opnent of the division of |abour to the point where manual and

nental activities becane sharply segregated from one another. :inythe
glayes_w orkegl _with theirhands, only the nobles exercised their mnds!
The ’iihil osophical product of this socialdivision was the devel opnent

of idealism the theoretical outl ook which places the spiritual world

above the world of matter and | ooks upon reality as the inmutable work
of an ldeal Creator. an attitude which has always formed the dom nant

current in ruling class thought.



Al'though this kind of idealismseens to be so renpte fromreality that

it issinply irrelevant to political struggle. in fact its very ’'renoteness’
and abstraction serves the ruling class as an inportant ideol ogica

weapon: '’

(a) inits efforts to perpetuate the division of |abour between workers

and those who are supposed to think for them- hence the notion

that 'ideas create reality’; and

, (b) as the philosophical basis to its propagandi stassertions that ex-
ploitation and class divisions are part of a divine and timel ess order

whi ch not hi ng can change.

it. Wien Dr Malan replied to a demand for denocracyand an end to

apartheid presented by the ANC in 1962 by saying that the differences

bet ween white and bl ack 'are permanent and not nman made’ ". he un-
consciously reveal ed the practical role which idealismplays in defend-

ing raci smand exploitation by placing them above the forces of histonca
change. In other words. his argument denonstrates how inportant it is

that we not only enbrace a phil osophy of the new type. but continue

to struggl e agai nst phil osophy of the old. ruling class type. for the origins
7



"1 of this phiioeophy in the division of |abour and its role in perpetuating
class barriers and all forms of prejudice reveal that even the nost

met aphysi cal phil osophy hel ps xeactionan’es in the class struggle. That
is why we nust fight it!

O course it is true that viewed historiqgaily. idealistghilqsgpity has
pl ayed a part in devel opi ng human Legsophd thought. but its

significance must not be exaggerated. tor dialectical materialism not
merely incorporates into its outl ook the best of ruling class philosophy
(for example. Hegel’s bn’lliant theory of dialectics). but it also draws upon
the ?opglex antigenpcmc tradition of philosophy as it has existed from
Eanon tinme- - that (9m 0! phil opophy which is intrinsic 1Q .ali our

t _hought and action aha which is part and parcel of everyday life.
Dialectical materialism that is to say. creatively conbines both tom

0! phil osophy we have referred to in a synthesis and that provides a

phi | oeophy of a new type. Wiile it tackles the basic questions which
_the ruling class philgnpheni were the first to present in a universal was?
-ihe__ nature of our ideas and their relation to reality - it does so, not
if.- en abstract or specul ative manner, but only in the light of our
know edge of hietoxy, our expenehco oi the class struggle and the | atest
Bevel opment in the world 91 agi ence.

hDi"alicticei materialismis the only phil osophical outl ook which enables
us to approach the world dweally. conggtely and’ in a way which

hel p. us link up paw problens withthe struggle to |iberate socie-

ty and mankind u e whol e. 1t is thereioxe the natural and | ogica

phi | osophy fox all revol utionan’ ee who have conpl etely dedi cated
theneelvea to this struggle and have nothing to fear from change

Not es
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CHAPTER TWO

WHAT |'S
DI ALECTI CAL
MATERI ALl SM?

In the previous chapter on 'Phil osophy and Class Stru '’

. _ _ggie it wasar ed

that dialectical materialismis the only logical and consistent philosgghy
(or a revolutionary today to hold Understood concretel ’

G y and applied

creattvely. chalectical materialismhas a crucial role to play in hel ping
revol utionaries fornulate their strategy and tactics in such a way that
they reflect the needs of the situation and take all the relevant factors |
into account.

Those who stress materialismat the expense of dialectics in their
politieai practice will ignore the pressures for change steadily buil ding
up (Wtness the dramatic escal ati on of popul ar protest and struggle as
the attenpts by the Botha-Mlan government to 'retor’ ni apanheid have
expl osively backfired). while those who see only dialectics and negl ect
materialisminevitably overl ook the concrete realities of th'’

the particular stage of the struggle. a ntuahon and

This is why a proper understanding of dialectical mterialismis a
necessary part of our correct political practice; it furnishes the Com
nmunst Party and the liberation novenent with an essential weapon in

the on-qgoing struggle and is a vital ingredient for success.

My bane objective in this chapter is to show that dialectics and

matean - the two aspects of Mrxist philosophy which give it its

nane - formthe two halves of a single whole. Just as a chem st m xes
hydrogen and oxygen to formwater. so Marx and Engel s reworked the
theories of dialectics and materialismwhich previous thinkers had
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devel oped. in order to create a revolutionary philosophy of a new type.
For the first time in history a materialist theory of the universe was work-
ed out which was thoroughly dialectical in character, and a conception

of dialectics devel oped that was squarely based on naterialism

The result is a highly explosive revol utionary m x!

To explain how this took place and why it was necessary, we mnust

first get to grips with

(1) MaterialismVersus |dealism

"10 Basic Question of Philosophy

It is sonetines thought that a 'naten’alist’ is a person who sinply | ooks
after one’s own selfish interests whereas an "idealist’ is one who is
prepared to sacrifice for a worthwhile cause. Yet. it this were so, it would
be the conservatives of this world who are the "materialists’ and the
revol uti onaries who are nmoved by ’idealisnl

In fact. of course. "materialism and 'idealism do not refer to vague
noral attitudes of this kind. They are terns used in philosophy to
describe the only two basic interpretations of the world which can be
consi stently hel d.

Everyone who studies the world around them seeks to find the origin

of things. What causes things to nove. or to act or to behave in the way
they do? Are the forces spiritual in origin or are they produced by the
materi al worl d?

Sone years ago a Calvinist mnister ascribed earth trenors in the

Western Cape to the growi ng disquiet of the Al mighty towards nodem

forms of nusic and dress! Wereas a materialist seeks to explain the
worl d of society and nature according to the material conditions and
processes at work, the idealist believes that events take place because
of the existence of spiritual forces or ’'ideas’.

An idealist might argue that apartheid in South Africa has been brought

about by the "ill-will’ or "evil intentions’ of white people who don't wi sh
to face up to reality. For a naterialist. on the other hand, this "ill-wii’
or "evil intention still needs to be explained. and the real reason for spam

theid is not to be found in people’s heads but in their pockets, in that
material system of capitalist exploitation which nakes apartheid highly
profitable for financial investors, factory owners and the giant farns. It
is here that the roots 0'! the systemiie.

We often tal k about the way in which (or exanple 'anti-comuni st

i deas’ weaken our novenent by creating divisions in its ranks and this

of course is true. But we must never forget that these anticomuni st

"ideas’ don't sinmply fall fromthe skies: they reflect and arise out of the
material interests of nonopoly capitalismand unless they are firmy



rebuffed. they are likely to nmake an inmpact on those whose stake in
soci ety. however small. makes them vul nerable to anti comuni st
scar e- nongeri ng.

(I



Thus we can say that whereas idealismlooks for an expl anation of

the world in tonne oi 'ideaa . intentions or iwill’' of people, materialism
consi ders that the source of all events and actions is to be found in

mat eri al causes or, as they are sonetinmes called. '"the |aws of nature’

It is true that cruder forns of idealismascribe things in the world to
the "will of God" whereas nore subtle forns of idealismput the cause

down to the ideas which exist in the heads of individuals on earth. but

in neither case do idealists seek an explanation in material reality.
VWereas idealismbelieves that the ideas in people’ s heads exist out-

side of and independently ot the world of matter, materialism contends
that people'- ideas, |like all other aspects of their behaviour, are the
product oi material causes and can only be properly understood when

t hese causes are discovered.

Materialists in tact argue that humans were neither created by God nor

is their origin a sheer mystery. They devel oped out of the world of nature
through a long process of evolution and their ideas are the product or

the nental activity of the brain. itself a highly devel oped and conpl ex
format matter.

Thi s does not nean that materialismare not concerned about people’s
ideas. On the contrary. materialists are the only phil osophers able to real -
ly explain them What materialismreject are not ideas. or their inmense

i mportance in iniluencing the course of events. Wiat materialists reject

i is the idealist theory of ideas because this treats ideas as mystical forces
that sonmehow exi st independently of material reality.

It is true that nmany people generally |l ook for the causes of events in
material rather than spiritual force: while retaining beliefs about the
world 0! the supernatural or some other ’autononous’ real mof ideas.

But this nmerely means that they are not being phil osophically consis-
tent. The fact still remains that it is inmpossible to hold that matter is the
" product of mind (the idealist position) while at one and the sane tine
contending that mind is the product of matter!

Materialismand idealismoffer interpretations of the world which are
irreconcilable. Wich of the "two great canmps’. as Engels called them’

we choose still constitutes today. as in the past, the basic question of
phi | osophy.

But why should this be inportant? Wat political consequences are

likely to follow if we opt for one canp rather than the other?

To answer this question we nust turn to consider the question of

(I'l) Moterlellsmas o

| otionel and Denocratic Qutl ook

1! we ascribe. as the idealists do. events and actions to the will of God
or to the ideas which people carry around in their heads. everything

wi nch happens is either a nystery or sone kind of accidental 'change

aw Enmu umxn. m -uu

U

neans of course, that they cannot be scientifically exam ned or rationally
under st ood.

This is why idealismis not only nmystical but generally conservative

and elitist in character. To | ook for the source of nmovement in the world
solely to people’s "ideas’ or the power of their iwill’ is to ignore the prac
tical experience of the nmass of ordinary people as they go about their
daily lives - the real force which noulds our thought. Differences in
out | ook appear for the idealist. not as particular renections of a given
set of material circunmstances. but as the product of nystical forces which
not hi ng can change. Plato. the ancient Geek idealist. believed that men
viewed the world differently because they had been 'nade’ differently

- he likened themto different nmetals |like brass. iron and gold - and
these were 'difierences’ which nothing could change. The nen of 'gold

- a philosophical elite - were naturally intended to rule over the cruder
mul titudes of brass and iron -- the unfortunate many! 13 it surprising that
Plato’s idealismhas often found a synpathetic hearing anong apartheid’ s
supporters? Raci st nonsense about the 'genetic’ differences which are
supposed to make sone 'races’ nore intelligent than others is sinply

the | ogical product of the idealist’s search for 'causes’ which |ie beyond
our control, and cannot be rationally understood.

For materialists, people are the product of their material cir-

cunstances: their 'human_ nature’. their outlook on Ilife and their genera
psychol ogy reflect the conditions under which they live and work. To
change peopl e you must change their circunmances. If, as the materiali st
argues. we draw our know edge and character from our practical ex-
perience oi the material world. then everyone is able to learn fromlife



and play their part in running society (a denocratic view which rejects
the need for nystical 'fuehrers’ to govern the ’'dunb’ masses). Mreover.
by changing our material conditions of Iife we can rid society of pover-
ty. crime. exploitation. war and all the other evils which conservatives
bl ame on 'human nature’. Marx and Engels comment that it people are
shaped by their environment. then this environnent mast he made

human,’ and proceed to add that the 'teaching of materialism is 'the
teachi ng of real humani smand the |ogical basis of conmui’u srn’.a

For materialismis the only phil osophy today which can rationally ex
plain the world of nature and society and thus enable people to contro
their own lives and rid humankind oi the injustices. inequalities and ex-
pl oitation of capitalism

But how is such a philosophy of materialismto be devel oped? Before
materi ali smcan serve as 'the |logical basis of comunisnmi. it nmust solve
the problem which I now wi sh to consider. the probl em of

(I'1'1) Metaphysics and Mechanics

In Earlier Materialism

in W' ' e conmuni st or tribal societies. people generally explain

13



novenents in nature and relationships in society according to ’spiritual
forces at work in the universe. but it is worth noting that the old | egends
and customary practices contain many gernms of materialismin the way
that they carefuuy mrror the features of objective reality.

it is, however, only when trade and advanci ng technol ogy open up

the world. as it were. that science devel ops. denonstrating that what
peopl e had thought of as '"spirits’ is sinply the novenment of matter in
the universe which can be studi ed and understood. This discovery |ed
early philosophers in many parts of the world to assert that the universe
was sol ely conposed of hard, nmaterial particles. out of which all forns
of life. including human consci ousness. were constructed.

Al'though theories like this were a great advance. the materiali st
out | ook which they expressed was inconplete and inconsistent. Early .
Creek phil osophers. for exanple. saw changes in the world as the result
of shitting conbinations of "atonms’. but these 'bn’ cks of the universe were
thensel ves i mutable. This static feature of their theory Marxists cal

" met aphysi cal | because these basic material elenents in the universe
wer e thought of as sonething 'above’ change and hence to all intents
and purposes. ’divine’

This problemwas al so evident in the materialist outlook of the great
1701 and mm century thinkers in Western Europe. Although they were

able to deal many crippling blows to the nystical and hierarchical con-
cepts held under ieudalism (the "divine right’ of kings. for exanple). the
| eadi ng science of their time was nechanics and we’ call them

nmechani cal materialists because they treated nature and society as if

it were sone kind oi giant machine. This hel ped themto understand
how t hi ngs "worked’ but it was unable to explain their origins and how
they had devel oped. It was sinply assuned that sonme god-like force

had set the world in notion. and it had never basically changed since!
Yet change was precisely that feature of the universe which it was
becom ng nore and nore difficult to ignore. The rise of capitalism
graphically denonstrated this. As Marx and Engels wote, constant

revol utionl sing of production. uninterrupted disturbance of all socia
conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the
bourgeoi s epoch (remall earlier ones ' and this nade a great inpact

on the natural sciences. As Engels noted. the discovery of the cell, the
transformati on of energy and the theory of evolution naned after

Darwi n” showed that novement in the material world was not nerely

machi ne-1ike. but enbraced many different fornms of matter-in-notion
enconpassi ng heat and light. electric and nmagnetic tension. chenica
conbination, lite and finally human consci ousness. All the new sci ences
pointed to the inportance of devel opnent and change. it was no | onger
necessary to bring in some netaphysical force fromoutside to explain
why new el enents were continually arising and old ones passi ng away.

The tine had come to bring materialist philosphy into contact with
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(iv) The Theory of Dialectic:

It is one thing for natural scientists to increasingly use concepts of
change and devel opnment in their scientific work. quite another for these
i deas to be worked out systematically as a general world outlook so that
they can be consciously used to help us understand all areas of reality,’
i ncludi ng of course devel opnents in society. This is why Marx and
Engel s turned to the work of a great idealist philosopher. Hegel. who
had devel oped the theory of dialectics as an overall phil osophy.

This theory of dialectics can best be understood in opposition to what
we have called ' netaphysics’ and the main features of the theory can

be fornul ated as foll ows: whereas netaphysics sees the world as a com
plex 0'! things. dlalectics exanm nes these elenents as part of an inter.
connected whol e in which everything is related to and deterni ned by
everything else. ’

Thus for exanple: a dialectical approach does not sinply observe mat
Africans in South Africa are oppressed by the pass |laws. work for star-
vation wages. farmthe worst land. live in terrible housing conditions
etc. Each of these elenents is related to the other and can only be pro
perly understood as part and parcel of the whole system of apartheid

whi ch I'inks them together

VWher eas netaphysics sees the world statically, |ooking sinply at

things as they are, dlalectlcs is concerned with things in notion, as

a process, ceaselessly comng into being and passing away.

Thus. for exanple. it is not enough just to see how apartheid 'works’



today. We nmust understand how it devel oped. how people |ived before

the Nationalist Party cane to office. the great battles they fought against
those who canme to steal their |and and destroy their indigenous institu-
tions. how apartheid was devel oped as a much nore systenmatic and

i deol ogi cal ly fraudul ent form of racist donination as a response to an
awakeni ng African national consciousness, etc. Understandi ng how
apartheid arose is essential to an understanding of its specific features
and how we can get rid of it in all its forns. for the world is continually
changi ng. and a dial ectical approach highlights the Iluidity of every
situation.

Wher eas net aphysics regards change as an accidental occurrence.

brought on by some chance event from outside, dlalectics sees change

as a natural and necessary force which cones fromwthin

Thus for exanple, the tidal wave of strikes. boycotts. denonstrations

and popul ar anger which is increasingly nmelting South Africa ungovern.
abl e and paral ysing apartheid. has not been created by externa

"troubl emakers’. masterm nded (as the regi me never tires of parroting)

by the ANC in exile and the 'conmuni st’ perpetrators of the '"tota

onsl aught’ who have 'accidentallyl managed sormehow or other to

escape the bombing raids into the Front Line States. This revolutionary
process is an inevitable devel opment that springs fromwithin. as a

IS



necessary pan of that struggle which has taken many different forns and
reached many different peaks, ever since the racist oppression began.

Li ke all change, it can only be properly understood as the necessary

out come of a developing situation: it is not nmerely sone dramatic eit-

pl osi on which accidentally 'happened’. It is true that outside conditions
may 'spaxk’ otf events so that they take place at one paniculax tinme rather
than another: but these external circunmstances 'condition’ the event.
whereas the basic cause of its devel opment cones from w thin.

These features of the theory of dialectics tomthe basis for a numnber

0! qgeneraliaws of dialectical devel opnent which Hegel was able to work
out. Marxists consider these general laws to be of great inmportancefior
they el aborate upon and help to clarify the features of dialectical theory
as noted above.

We tumtherefore to briefly exam ne

(v) The laws of Dialectical Devel opnent

Bhngehs consi dered that these |laws can be reduced in the main to

t ee:

(Il The law of transformation of

gquantity Into quality and vice versa

This | aw expressed the fact that change in nature and society does not
simply involve a slow and continuous increase or decxease in the growh
of things. At a certain point, new qualities energe as a sharp 'break’
with the past or "leap’ into the future occurs. Bourgeois thinkers often
say that 'there is nothing new under the sun’ as though all we can do

is strange different hands biomthe same ol d pack of cards! Marxists

di sagree. lust as in nature gradually decreasing or increasing the
tenperature of water (a change in the quantity) causes it to turn into
sonething quite different, ice or steam (a change which is qualitative),
soin life generally, gradual changes of degree which do not affect the
essence of a thing teach a point when the thing itself changes its
character and a new entity emerges.

Thus in South Africa. for exanple. for a long period of tine the old
tribal systemslowy disintegrated as the people were forced to | eave
their honmes and work down the mnes. on the farms and in the factories.
until a 'leap’ occurred and a new identity was born. People now saw
thensel ves not nerely as Tswanas. Zul us, Xhosas etc. but as Africans,

a qualitative change in the people’s outlook. This nmade it possible on
the one hand to formthe ANC as a national political organisation and
to: the ANC. once forned. to tight for the devel opnent of a national con-
sci ousness anong w der and wi der sections of the people. This
qualitative change in the people’ s outlook giving thema new sense of

- identity did not sinply take place iovemight’': it had been building up
gradual ly, bit by bit, for many years before. But changes in degree do
not take place forever. A point is reached when they becone changes
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in kind and sonething new is created.

But what causes this change to build up in this way? This aspect is
focussed upon in

(b) The law of the unity and struggle of opposites

We have already noted that change arises itemwthin things as a
necessary pan of their devel opment. The el ements whi ch make up an

object in nature or in society are at once connected with one another
and at the sane tinme. in a state of constant struggle or. as we often say.
"contradiction . Capitalists. for exanple. cannot exist w thout exploiting
,- wage workexs. while these workers cannot survive without selling their
| abour power to a capitalist. They are at once 'united’ -- for each
depends upon the other - but as the class struggle shows. they are also
"opposites’. for this unity is nmanifest through an ongoi ng struggle.
This is an inportant |law oi dialectics because it helps to identify the
reason why everything in the world nust continue to devel op. 0! course.
not all 'stnggling opposites’ or contradictions should be | ooked at in
the same way and Marxists generally distinguish between antagonistic
contradictions. when a struggle cannot be xesol ved without victory to:
one side and defeat for the other. and non-antagonistic contradictions.
when differences are resolved in a way which | eaves all the constituent
el ements intact. Thus. whereas under capitalism the contradiction be-
tween worker and capitalist is an antagoni stic onehundetj socialism
contradictions remain but with the gradual di sappearance of classes,
antagonistic. i.e. mutually destructive relationships. die out.

At all times. in other words. the unity and struggle of opposites con-
tinues. for without operation of this lawin nature and society. no rea



change coul d take place at all

But what is the relationsz between the old and the new as change

occurs? This is denpnstrated by

(c) The law of the negation of the negation :4

Negation in dialectics. as Engels has pointed out, 'does not nean sinp-
Iy saying no, or declaring that sonething does not exist. or destroying
it in any way one likes".

"Negation’ involves the movenent of something froman old stage to

a new and hi gher stage, so that the elements of the old are carried for-
ward and reworked into the new Just as capitalism’negatecl’ feudalism
by using the former serfs and anisans in its new | abour force. so socialism
"negates’ capitalismby building upon its social production and advanced
technol ogy. Wien we speak therefore of the 'negation of the negation

we do not merely mean that sonething has changed twi ce over. W

mean that there has been a spiral devel opnent upwards. carrying the

past into the futuxe. remaking it in the process.

Negation therefore has a negative side which conservatives ignore

when they think that there is no real tbreak’ in developnent, so that,
for exanple. they forget that African workers. both men and wonmen. who
17



have spent years of their life living and working in the cities, struggling
with their conrades for nore noney. better conditions and the right to
bel ong to an effective trade union. are very different fromtheir grand.
parents who lived in a tribal community farmng the land in the period
before colonialism Ironically white supremacists are often acutely con-
scious of the force of this '"negation’ when they argue that Africans are
supposedly 'too primtive to understand the conplexities of trade
uni oni sm and woul d therefore use their trade unions as political weapons
in the struggle against apartheid! But it negation has a negative side, it
al so has a positive side, which anarchists and ultra-leftists ignore when
they fail to see that revol utionaries nust build upon the traditions of the
past. carrying over what is healthy and denocratic and di scardi ng what
is backward and reactionary. This is clearly a crucial task for African
revol uti onaries to undert ake.
Hence the | aw of the negation of the negation helps us to understand
change both as a break with the past and yet at the sane tine a devel op-
nment fromit. Having | ooked brieily at the three general |aws of dial ec-
tical devel opnent, we are now in a position to consider ny final point
relating to
(Vl) Dialectic; end Materialism the Marxist Synthesis
Just as earlier materialismwas weakened. as we have seen. by
net aphysi cal and mechani cal ideas. so the theory of dialectics and its
| aws of devel opnent as conceived by Hegel suffered from one insol u-
bl e problem Hegel was an idealist and hence treats dialectics es nove-
ment in the real mof ideas or as Hegel conceived it. the devel oprment
0! a "Wirld Spirit’. Contrary to his theory of dialectics which | ooks at
the world as a process of infinite devel opnent, the Hegelian "Wrld ’
Spirit’ was assuned to have a 'beqginning’ (the reason for which no one
could explain) and "an end” (which quite arbitrarily had cone to rest with
the creation of the capitalist system) It is not too difficult for Marxists
to see that the earlier materialists were not conpletely materialist and
the earlier dialectical thinkers were not consistently dialectical, because
in both cases. the uncritical acceptance of a systemof exploitation and
the division of society into classes nade these phil osophers unabl e and
unwi I ling to see everything. including 'hunman nature’ and private pro-
perty, class privilege and social inequality. subject to the necessary
forces of change.
Marx and Engels were able to bring dialectics and materialisminto a
fruitful synthesis because they were the first thinkers in history to base
their phil osophy on the revol utionary needs and aspirations of the work-
ing class, the only class in history which has absoiutely nothing to | ose
fromchange. This is why other sections of society. the peasants and
shopkeepers. the intelligentsia, the unenployed and the small traders
(who will also benefit fromrevolution) need to ally thenmselves with the
wor ki ng class and its Conmunist Party and foll ow the phil osophy of the
wor ki ng cl ass, dialectical materialism
As early as 1845 Marx and Engel s comrented that the standpoint of
the old materialismis "civil’ (or bourgeois) society; the standpoint of
the new is human (or comunist) society ..." for the "new materialism
is dialectical materialismand dialectical materialismis the only
phi | osophy which, in guiding us in the long and difficult struggle to win
a national denocracy, build socialismand enter into the epoch of com
nmuni sm will always wel come change
Not es:
1. Ludwi g Penerbech and the End of C assical German Phil osophya Marx.
Engel s. Sel ected Wrks, (Lawence and Wshart. 1968). p. 604. This is an
i nval uabl e piece to read for anyone seeking to | earn nore about the
devel opnent of Marxi st phil osophical thought.
2. The 1llon family in Collected Wrks 4, (Lawence and Wshart. 1975).
p. 131
| bid

Mani festo of the Communi st Party, Collected Wrks, op. cit., p.38. In
Africa the effect of these expandi ng waves of capitalist production was
traumatic. As one witer recalls, "the ISth century hurled at us the
econom ¢ and adventurous restl essness of Europe. and subsequently the
mani a called 'Scranble for Airica shuddered the subcontinent. The sheer’
physi cal inpact of the assault was enough to stagger the edifice o

tribalism | can alnpst see ny infinitely great-grandfather. |eaping to his
feet on a rock and gaping at a sailing ship seeking harbour - all his pameu
chal dignity forgotten. as he exclains. "Haul’.’ - Can Tenbs. ' The Bet-

tomof the Bottle, Africa South in Exile, 1961. p.53



Engel s expands upon these points in his introduction to the Dialectlcs
0! Nature and in his chapters of phil osophy in Anti-Duehn’ ng.

Dial ectic: of Nature, (Lawence and Wshart, 1964). p.63

Cited in The Fundamental s o! Marxist-1leninist Philosphy. (Progress
Publ i shers. Mscow, 1974). p. 153

Theses on fenerbech reprinted as an appendi x to The Gernman |deol ogy,
(Lawr ence and Wshart. 1965), p.653
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CHAPTER THREE

MARXI SM

AN D TH E

THEORY OF

KNOW.EDGE

Previ ous chapters have dealt with the inportance of dialectica
materialismin hel ping xevolutionan’ ee both to fornulate and to put into
practice ecientihc strategies (or change. It is now necessary to exam ne
nore cl osely the area of Marxist philosophy which tackles the question

of know edge and ideas. how they arise. and how we assess the thorny

i ssues 0! truth and fal sehood. appearance and reality. freedom and
necessity.

It is true that these sort of questions are very much 'taken for granted
and not consi dered wonhy of serious study, particularly by those who

feel that they have enough on their own hands with the day to day

pressuxes of political struggle. Yet it is inportant to renenber that the
objective of this political struggle is revolqu on |- a iar-reaching change
in our present way of life and world outlook - and if a social revolution
represents, in the words of Marx and Engels. 'the nobst radical rupture
with traditional property relations’. it is hardly surprising that its devel op-
ment involves the neet ndlcal rupture with traditional ideas.]

We can only elimnate apartheid and white supremacy. establish a na-
tionsl denocracy and prepare the road for the advance to socialismif
reactionary ideas in all their fornms and at all levels are consciously com
batted. This ideological struggle - a crucial part of our political work - re
quires nore than sinply understanding what is wong with this idea or
that idea. It also requires an overall understandi ng of what ideas them
selves are. how they develop in society, what nmakes themtrue or false
and how we can effectively make use of themin our political struggle.
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In 1976 the epic uprising in Soweto ushered in a new era of street bat’

tl es and popul ar resistance - an intensitication of the struggle which
nmade it all the nore inportant that we have a cl ear-headed conception

of where we are going and what we want to achieve. In the ringing words
of the ANC newsletter circulated shortly after the events: 'It is tinme to
hit back at the enemy "with everything we have get. It is tine to be

nore ekilful end strike at himin email groups so u to venl eh quickly.

It istine to hit where he is week and | ent prepared. Let us avoid con-r
centnting in big numben end deprive himof visible neets.

Vital practical advice which has helped to create a situation ten years
|ater where it is now possible for a conmunist to wite:

' Today, our approach to the theory of state and revolution in South

"nkl ce must proceed far beyond en abstract projection of e xenmpte

i demecntic’ future in the com ng years. Qur nethod nust establish
guidelines for imediate revolutionary practice. because our revol u-

tion has already celled forth organs of popul ar eell-govennent. W

must begin by seeking solutions to i nmediate end pressing prectice

needs in the actual nmen of struggle in Qutlook, '|I’unahele, Thenbiee.
Mondl 0. the Vael Triangle and the Reef."

But whether it is practical advice of the kind which the ANC of fered

in the wake of the Soweto Uprising or the pressing need today 'for sone
positive and creative ideas’ about organs of popular power. in both cases
a correct theoretical approach is necessary in order to malts practica
advance. Al though general phil osophical study nmay seemrenote from

the burning issues of the day. in fact an overall grasp of the nature of
know edge and theory can only assist in putting our xevol utionsry ideas
on to a firmand consistent basis.

I ndeed just how politically rel evant questions of what we call the

theory of know edge’ really are. will become evident as | turn to exenine
| . the Devel opnent of ldeas In Soclel Production

How do ideas arise and what are they? For thousands of years peont.

have observed that humans. unlike animals. have a unique ability to think
and religious people have explained this capacity by saying that God
created us 'in his own inmage’ and thereby endowed humans with cer

tain qualities which aninmals do not have.

Mar xi sm however as the scientific theory of the working class

focuses its attention upon material production in order to explain the
devel opnent of human thought. for while it is always possible. as Marx
and Engels put it. to distinguish hunans from aninals ’by consci ousness,
religion or anything else you like they thenselves begin to distinguish



thensel ves fromanimals u soon as they begin to produce their neans
of subsistence. a step which is conditioned by their physica
or gani sati on.

The activity of production requires the evolution of the species to the
E



point in which our i medi ate ancestors began to adopt an upri ght

posture. to devel op manual dexterity. vocal cords capable of articulating
speech sounds. and a conpl ex nervous systemin the brain, so that the
formati on of abstract ideas becones possible. Indeed. the sinplest act

of production - the nanufacture of stone ilins. for exanple - is only
possible it there is the ce-ordination of all nental and nanual faculties.
To make somet hing, we not only have to use our hands. we nust al so

be able to identity the objects in our environment. and describe them

with words and ideas to those with whom we co-operate. for produc-

tion is and al ways has been a social activity. This neans - the question
whi ch particularly concerns nme here - we nust devel op the capacity

to think. Just as natural evolution enables us to understand how it becane
physi cal |y possible for nen to actually produce their nmeans of sub-
sistence. so the act of material production makes it possible to explain
why humans need to think as a necessary pan of their social activity as
producers. In a fanbus passage on ' The Labour Process’ in Capital, Mrx
conments: A spider conduct: operations that resenble those of a

weaver. and a bee puts to shane nany an architect in the construc-

tion of her cells. But what distinqulshes the worst architect horn the

beet of been is this. that the architect raises his structure in imagi na-
tion before he erect: it in reality.

The use of ideas is an essential part of the activity of production. for

as Marx adds. at the end of every | abour process, we get a result that
already existed in the imagination ot the |abourer at its

commencenent .’

It is true that we are able through our imagination to conjure up ideas

whi ch bear no obvi ous connection to the external work, and it is (or this
reason that idealists argue that ideas exist as "other worldly spirits’
originating in a world all of their owm. In fact, there is no nystery about
the origin of our ideas. even in their nost fantastic and unreal form al

i deas arise as a necessary part of our social activity. our relationships
to one another and to the world around us. Because our outlook on life

has its roots in the way we produce. Marxists reject all attenpts to ex-
plain the differences between people sinply in terns of their religion
nationality or 'xace'. The thoughts people have. the culture they devel op
the society they build arise in the last analysis fromtheir activity in socia
producti on.

But it the roots of our ideas are to be found in the world of nateria
production. what relationship do the ideas in our head bear to the ob-
jective world of reality? This is a vital question to answer if we are |ater
to tackl e the whol e question of "truth’ and 'tal sehood’. To explore it nore
fully. it is necessary first to go into the probl em of

2. ldeas as 0 Reflection of (blectlve Reality

In an i medi ate sense thinking is of course the activity of the brain as
22

"matter which thinks’ but the brain itself only functions as part of huma n
activity in general. relying upon the stinuli it receives (via the nervous
system) fromour practical contact with the world at large. In (act. w thout
this practical contact with things around us. we woul d have no ideas

at all: the brain would remain a nere fossil. enmbryoni c and undevel oped.

it is because the source of our ideas lies in our social activity - the

rel ati onshi ps we have Wth other people and surrounding nature - that

the character of our ideas takes the formof reflections in our mnds of
the objective world outside of us. It is obvious that a peasant farmer
whose life is spent herding cattle in sone renpte district of the Tran

skei will have a very different outlook on life from someone who |ives

in one of the large townships on the outskirts of Cape Town or Johatr
nesburg. Small shopkeepers who work by thenselves with the help 0!

their famlies will see things quite differently frommen who work down

a mne or women who have to | eave their own children in the rural areas

in order to look after the offspring of the "white madam instead. It the
practical experiences of people differ, so too nust their ideas because
these ideas are basically a nmental reflection of the world around them

it is true that this concept of ideas as a reilection of reality is sonetines
taken to inply a rather static concept of the mind as a "mirror’ which
passively 'reilects’ the objects around it. Now it this were the case. then
as some phil osophers rightly argue. we would never be able to acquire

any real know edge about the world our ideas reflect. since all we would
have woul d be a series of contradictory imges rather in the way that

a coin sonetinmes looks circular. sonetines elliptical. sonmetines |arge
sonetines small. It all depends on how you look at it. But this version



of "reilection theory' rests upon a conpletely mstaken attitude to the
way our mnd actually works and produces its reflections of externa
reality. The fact is that ideas only arise as part and parcel of our living
practice. They are not drawn "mrror like fromthe world in a passive

way. but are derived solely fromthe practical activity through which

we di scover things. learn to identify them and understand how t hey

work. 'opening themup’'. so to speak, altering their character. even nuk-
ing them ourselves so that we are able to understand what life is really
like. The ’sceptical’ position which questions whether the real world
actually exists outside of our reflected i nages. wongly assumes |1tut
thinking sinply involves 'contenplating the world fromafar’. O course
this is how the activity of thinking nay appear to bourgeois philosophe it:
who live off the wealth which others produoe. but it is not how thinking
actual ly takes place.

It is inportant here that nental reflection - the basic property o

human i deas - should not be confused with nmere ’sensations’ or tim
pressions’ as they are sonetines called. A sensation sinply refers to

a stimulus that our senses receive fromthe outside - a reaction by our
body to extrenes of hot and cold. for exanple - whereas a nental
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mection invol ves sone degree. however mnimal. of conscious

understandi ng so that we can identify objects through | anguage and ex-
press out thoughts through speech. The first is an instinctive activity
which we share with animals; the second is a specifically human act

whi ch has to be | earnt thxough social practice. Naturally. as people
devel op they becone able to performnany quite conplicated acts -

like riding a bicycle. driving a car. witing their name - al nost un-
consciously. but all these activities have had to be | earnt through prac-
tice: they develop as the result oi an infinite nunber of daily experiences
whi ch our mind continually reflects.

i ndeed. this concept of an idea as a reflection of the real world is vita
it we are to tackle the question of ’

3. Distlngulshlng Truth From Fal sehood

1! ideas arise in our mnds as reilections oi the external world. then the
extent to which these ideas are true or fal se depends upon the accuracy
with which they teilect or 'reproduce’ in our mnds. the relationships.
processes and objects of outside reality. But how can we tell? How can

we say. for exanple. that the ideas oi a factory worker may be nore valid

or tnthtul than those of a shopkeeper or a farner when all ideas derive
fromthe pani cul ar experience of those who hol gl thenf
The answer |ies. once again. in the question oiptacu ce - in the active

way in which we develop our ideas. it is because our know edge is
being continually put to practical use thnugh production, in waging the
_class struggle. in performng scientihc experinents. that we find. as the
wel | -l cnown saying has it. that 'the proof of the pudding is in the eating
VWhen our plans fail, when our experiments backfire. when our way

of life crunbles. when out strategies are wecked. we soon discover
whi ch ideas match up to the outside world and which do notl W |earn
the truth by continually testing our ideas in practice - the practice of
operating a machine correctly. of producing a |eailet which expresses
, the nobod of the people at a panicular tine. of successiuny hitting the
eneny 'whexe he is weak and | east prepared’ etc - and because our
i deas enabl e us to change the world through an infinite variety of prac-
tical activities. we learn in this way how things really function. what is
tnme and what is false. ,
But it we judge the validity of our ideas by the extent to which they
accurately reflect external reality. how do we account for the existence
oi ideas which are false? if. in fact. all ideas derive frompractical ex.
perience and there is no other source (despite what idealists think). why "’
shoul d these ideas not always reilect the real world correctly?
The problemis that "truth’ and 'fal sehood’ are not the sinple black
i and white categories that they sonetines seem the Calvinist 'dom nee
may i magi ne that everything his bible tells himis absolutely true and
that everything soneone else’'s bible says is absolutely false. but the fact
24
is that once we xenenber that all ideas are drawn fromour practica
expen’ ence oi the world. it is clear that even when ideas are basically
false. they still relate to aspects of the real world. and even when ideas
are basically true. they will still have el enents which are false. \Wy?
Because all ideas, w thout exception. represent some kind of reflection
of what is going on.
Take the concept of apartheid as an extreme exanple. This concept
is regarded by the vast majority of people in South Africa and by world .
public opinion at |arge as one of the nost deceitful and warped politica
and social policies ever to be inplenmented in nodemtines. And yet.
although it is obvious to mllions of progressive people that 'separate
devel opnent’ or what is now fashionably called "qroup rights’ serves
nerely as a cynical justification for denying denocratic freedons to
those who live and work in an integrated econonmy. to a mnority of die-
haxd reactionaries and white suprenacists (whether pte- or post-
Rubi conl kapanhei d appears as a ',noral’ even divinely ordai ned. sol u-
tion to the country’ s ".problems Wy should this be? Looked at ixom
the standpoint of the Marxist theory of know edge. the answer can only
be that the doctrine of apartheid is not nerely a distorted theory of socie-
ty. it is a distorted theory which teilects a warped and distorted way

of life. The theory is inhunan because the practice is inhuman. For the
financier who wants to draw vast profits wi thout any 'problens’. (or the
i ndustrialist who wants a supply of cheap | abour which can be turned
on and off like a tap. for the | abour axistocxat who wants to keep his job
and privileges at his fell ow workers’ expense. in short. for all who | ook
upon the bl ack people of South Africa as nore objects to be exploited.



the doctrine oi apanheid has a perverted logic which reilects one at

the cruellest forms of capitalist exploitation anywhere in the world.

This is why elimnating apanheid is not. as liberals seemto think. nerely
a question of a 'change of heart’ or a 'change of mind ; on the contrary.

it is because distorted ideas nmust reilect a distorted reality that a revol u-
tion is required which will radically restructure the social relations of
production in South Africa. nationalising the major industries and restor-
ing the land to the people, so that the exploitation can be first checked
and then elimnated. To change fal se ideas we need to alter the condi-
tions which give rise to them This is the Marxist approach to the ques-
tion of truth.

it follows that just as false and reactionary ideas contain superficia
elements of the "truth’ in them for they exist as the reflections of a rea
worl d. so likew se do ideas which are basically correct. contain el enents
of distortion and one-sidedness. The truth. in other words. is both ab?
solute and relative. it is real and yet never conplete. This is why serious
revol utionaries constantly find it necessary to observe and study, to in
vestigate both theory and reality. Political consciousness needs to be
advanced by conscious effort as a regular part oi political struggle.
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Preci sely because we acquire our know edge through our practica

experience in the objective world, this know edge is al ways devel oped

as part of an on-going process of discovery. in which, as Lenin puts it.

i nconpl ete. inexact know edge becones nore conplete and nore ex-

act’.’” W continually deepen our understanding of the real world as

sci ence advances. technol ogy i nproves and our understandi ng of

politics and society grows. and yet, although our expandi ng body of

know edge increasingly approximates to objective reality. nonethel ess

as Engel s stresses. each nental inage of the world systemis and re-

malns in actual tact Iimted, objectively by the historical conditions

and subjectively by the physical and nental constitution of its

ori gi nat ed

Such images or reflections are absolutely true to the extent that they

correctly reproduce el enents of an objectively real world. but. they are

al so of necessity relatively true in that the know edge of any one in-

dividual. like the collective know edge of all nmankind, can never be

nore than a part of an infinite world which is always changi ng and

devel oping. This unity of the absolute and the relative holds al so of

course for our Marxist world outlook. for while the basic principles of

di al ectical materialismare true and correctly reilect reality. their truth

is dynamic rather than static. for these principles are continually being

applied to new circunstances and in new conditions. New aspects of

Mar xi st theory - like the concept of a path of socialist orientation for

the devel oping countries of the third world - develop to take account

of new situations and possibilities in a changing world. This is why al
our ideas have a relative as well as an absolute side to them Politica

tactics which may be correct at one time - like the ANC s policies of

peaceful resistance pursued until the end of the 19508 - have to be

__altered as conditions change: the reson by the Nationalist governnent
to acts of bloody repression |ike.Sharpeville and the introduction of

police terror and torture on a nassive scale, all nmade it necessary to

devel op a strategy of armed struggle. Wiat is true at a particular tine

, 1's not necessarily true forever. ,.

in order to understand nore 0! what is involved in this process of deep-

eni ng our know edge of the world through the progress of science, tech-

nol ogy and the class struggle. lturn nowto briefly exam ne the question of

4. Scientific Know edge and the

Moverrent from Appearances to Reality

Mar xi sts argue that all our know edge arises through the activity of our

senses and the inpressions which our mind receives fromthe outside

worl d are generally called sensations, or, to take another word

phi | osophers commonly use. perceptions. But although these percep-

sions formthe basis of our ideas - and we can only devel op thought

through the action of out senses - on their own. perceptions or
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sensations. as already noted. are not ideas in the strict sense of the tem.

| deas only energe when perceptions devel op i nto what we may cal

judgrments (where we can 'conceive’ as well as 'perceive') so that ob-

jects around us can be named and described. Indeed. even the sinplest

words in our vocabulary involve an el ement of ’'abstraction’ or 'concep-

tion” for the word ichair’. for exanple. requires us to be able to identify

all chairs. irrespective of shape. size and location. Learning to speak

therefore. involves nore than "perceiving : it involves learning to think

The novenent of perception to ideas. of sensations to 'iudgnments’' is

often called the novenment of our thinking beyond ’'appearances’ to

"reality’ - a penetration beyond our first ’'inpressions’ of what things

are like to correct understanding of their reality: how they arise. devel op

and relate to other things around them |Indeed, this novenent of our

t hought beyond ' appearances’ is the precondition for know edge as a

sci ence. for the devel opnent of a serious and systematic body of ideas.

Man: nade the point that our everyday experience 'catches only the

del usi ve appearance of things" whereas scientific investigation |ooks

towards the inner connections and rel ati onshi ps which expl ain why

things devel op as they do. Appearances may be highly nisleading as

we know fromthe fact that whereas the earth appears to be flat with

the sun noving around it, in reality the opposite is true. W can only

go beyond superficial and often deceptive inpressions by. as it were.

" di ggi ng beneath the surface’ so as to probe the underlying reality _

a nmethod which Marx enploys with great skill in Capital by show ng

that the exchange of one commodity for another sinply appears to be

an exchange of 'things’. whereas in reality. people have to enter into



soci al relationships to produce the commodities. 'Behind the rosy ap-
pearance of the Cape apple or the glittering golden ngerrand, lies

the "hidden’ msery of sweated | abour and | ow wages. just as the | abour
contract in which worker and capitalist 'nutually agree’ to exchange

wages for work masks the brutal realities of exploitation. The acquisi-
tion of know edge is a process, therefore. as Lenin describes it. of go
ing "endl essly deeper’ from appearance to essence. from essence of

the first order, as it were. to essence of the second order. and so on

wi thout end’” and indeed it is precisely this restless search for the truth
beneat h appearances which nakes it possible for us to learn from

m st akes and adj ust our plans so that they reilect nore accurately the
realities of the situation.

Thus we find that the South African Conmunist Party was able during

the Rand strike of 1922 to grasp the inportance of the class contradic-
tion between the mners and the government but failed to penetrate sut-
ticiently into the particular nature of this contradiction. Hence while the
party was critical of the racist attitudes of the white mners. it stil
negl ected the interests of the African miners and the inportance of tak-
ing a vigorous stand in support oi equal pay and conditions. As Lemma
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coments. these onissions cannot be ascribed only to the objective
conditions, but also to the theoretical analysis nmade at the tlnme.’.
Indeed, it was only with the experience of the 1922 strike, a better
under standi ng of the reactionary nature of the South African Labour Party
(whi ch had been nisleadingly conpared to the Labour Party in Britain)

and the growing African influence in the Party. that a nore precise

under standi ng of the character of class contradictions in South Africa
cane to prevail. The' appearances’ of Wite | abour mlitancy had prov-

ed highly deceptive.

The i nportance of always searching for the reality beneath ap-

pearances brings me to the final point | want to consider in outlining
the Marxist theory 0! know edge, and that is

5. Freedom us the Understandi ng of Necessity

VWhen we | ook superficially at what | have called the 'appearances’ of
things, the world appears to be governed only by chance and acci dent.

As we probe beneath the surface. we begin to understand how things

are related to one another so that what initially seemed to be accidenta
now reveals itself as the work of necessity. the inevitable result of the
forces at work. Thus a worker may think in the first instance that he or
she is being exploited sinply because they have a ’bad enployer. but
further experience and study teaches themthat all enployers exploit
their workers because exploitation is a necessary rather than accidenta
feature of the capitalist system Reality can only be scientifically
under st ood when we di scover the 'laws’ or necessary forces which nake

thi ngs what they are.

Thi s does not nean. how ever, that because everything is basically

determ ned by | aws of devel opment there is no roomin the world for
accidents. On the contrary. just as reality always presents itself to us as
a particular and often deceptive appearance, so the basic laws of no

tion at work in any particular process or situation can only realise
thensel ves through a particular set of circunstances, the precise for-
mati on of which is always accidents! in character.

Thus we can say that while the great eruption of protest and denonstra-
tion that began in Soweto on 16 June 1976 was no accident in the sense
that it was the necessary product of unbearabl e oppression, the par-
ticular character of this protest - against the conpul sory use of Afrikaans
in the schools ... was laccidental’ in that nany other grievances could
have served equally to spark off the protest. The fact that popul ar pro-
test spread throughout the country in the wake of the uprising, the fact
that today. ten years later. the nasses are nore mlitant. nore organis-
ed and even nore united in their opposition to oppression, shows that

in 1976 it was not sinply the |anguage question which was under attack

It was and of course still is the whole system of apartheid which is on trial
VWile therefore all relevant factors need to be taken into account when
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we exam ne things. the accidental aspects of an event can only give us
the surface causes or superficial reasons. A scientific analysis requires
that we try to discover the |aws of devel opnment at work which enabl e

us to explain why an event or process is necessary and inevitable.

But if it is true that everything which takes place nust be understood
interms of the "inner, hidtien |laws’ which work thensel ves out through
the 'surface accidents’. how can we have any place for 'freedom or 'tree
will’ in our theory? Indeed. nmany critics argue that it is absurd to

see. for exanple. a revolution as historically inevitable. anecesssry pro-
duct of social forces, and yet organi se and nobilise the people to bring
this revol uti on about.

In fact this contradiction between Ifree will’ and 'necessity’ only ex-
ists for those who cannot understand that real freedomrequires us to
exercise real control over the world around us and the only way in which
we can extend our mastery over the forces of nature and society is
through a cl ear-headed understandi ng of the |aws of devel opment, the
forces of necessity which are actually operating. How el se can we bring
about change. so that what we want to happen does in fact take place?

To change anything. whether it is a faulty nachine or an unjust socna
order. we nust understand why it is what it is: the forces which deter-
mne it. This is why the Communi st Party and the ANC base their
strategi es for revolutionary change upon a close and careful analysis

of the historical |aws which govern the devel opment of apartheid and
white supremacy. Understandi ng the way the system necessarily works

is a precondition for getting rid of it altogether! Indeed. the nore ams
bitious our plans are to liberate society. the nore soberly and scientificalu



ly we need to examine |laws of necessity which affect the situation. One

is essential if we are to achieve the other

This is why a thorough grasp of the question of ’'treedom and necessi -

ty'. 'appearance and reality’. the nature of truth as a reaection of the ob-
jective world is so inportant at this particular tinme. For who can deny
that as the popul ar of fensive agai nst apartheid continues to intensify and
the regi ne desperately battens down the hatches with one state of
emergency after the other in a futile attenpt to resist the inevitable.

| essons which may take years to learn in nore 'normal’ tines, are now
conpressed into nonths. weeks. even days as a result? In the great
chal | enge which faces the |iberation novenent as the nationa

denocratic revolution unfolds. the Marxist theory of know edge has an

i mportant role to play. for never before has it becone so inmportant to
scientifically anal yse events and be crystal clear about where we are
gong.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE

MATERI ALI ST

THEORY

OF HI STORY

VWhat are the forces at work in society which bring about revol ution?

Wiy do we say that social and political upheavals are inevitable in class-
di vi ded societies?

These are vital questions for revolutionaries to think about today. At
atinme when the inperialist world is desperately trying to salvage the
interests of nulti-national capital in South Africa by seeking to drive a
wedge between the ANC and the Conmuni st Party, a scientific

under st andi ng of the nature of revolution is essential indeed, for the
worl d of political struggle is a harsh one and it is not enough to tackle
guestions of social change sinply in terms of what we would "like to

, see happen or nmay ’'dxeami about. Effective |eadership of the forces of
liberation rests upon an ability to creatively conbine a careful and con-
tinuing anal ysis of panicular events (9.9 the devel opment of the inter-
nati onal campai gn for sanctions against apartheid with the varying
response which this is receiving within the Coomonwealth and iii the
capitalist world). with an overall understanding of the nature of revol u-
tion itself and the reasons for historical change.

It is because comunists seek to link the particular with the genera
inthis way that they can claim in the words of the Manifesto. to 'always
and everywhere represent the interests of the novenent as a whol e’

it they forman advanced and resol ute section of the novenent. that is
because theoretically they have over the greet nmo! the projetuiet

the advantage of clearly understanding the Iine of much, the condi-

tions and the ultinmete general results of the proletariat novenent.’
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A precne understandi ng of particular events nust be linked to an
under st andi ng of history and society itself.

Previ ous chapters have | ooked at the principles of dialectica
materialismand the way i n which Mrxist philosophy hel ps us under-

stand the world in general: what must now be tackled is the way in which
we relate dialectical materialismto the devel opnent of society - the
study of what is generally called "historical materialism or 'the materiali st
theory of history’. An analysis of this theory nust begin with a conSidera-
tion 0! .

(1) The Nature of Hunmans as Social Producers

Al'l theories of society and history nust operate with sonme conception

of human nature’ for they are theories which seek to explain what hap-
pens in all societies and what determ nes the way people behave. It is
sometines said that Marxists do not believe in human nature. but this

is only true in the sense that we reject any conception of a static or un-
changi ng ' human nature’. for we know that people’ s’ ideas. behavi our

and institutions are constantly changing - that human nature can be
found in many diiierent fornms. But the question still needs to be posed:
what is it about people and their society which nakes this change both
possi bl e and necessary?

It is the tact that human bei ngs have to produce all the things which
they need in order to survive: they cannot sinply 'live of!" nature in the
way animals do. The animal. as Engels notes. nerely uses his environ-
nment and brings about changes in it sinply by his presence; nen by

hi s changes nakes it serve hisends. nasters it. This is the final, essen-
tial distinction between nmo and other animalsl and it is only in terns

of such a distinction that we can understand the historical 'nature’ of the
human as a bei ng who produces.

But do not sone aninmls. particularly higher primates |ike apes and

chi npanzees, use their hands to build nests. grasp sticks and even hur
stones at their enem es? The truth is that hunman bei ngs, even at the npst
primtive technical stage of their devel opnent. can acconplish

somet hi ng whi ch no ape has ever been able to do, and that is to nake
tools with which to produce and to use their tools to alter the world
around themin a conscious and del i berate way.

Humanki nd. Engel s was to say. nost tint of all eat. drink, have shelter
and clothing. helmit can nmoo panties, science. art, religion. etc::

and this need to produce is described by Marx and Engels as a fun-
danental condition of all history. which today, as thousands of years
eucannn daily and hourly be nud nmerely in order to sustain human

lilo.

But why should this approach to history be called "materiaiist’ in
character? it is materialist

0) because the activity of production itself brings people into direct and
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continuing contact with the forces of nature (or the world oi matter);
and

b) because production is necessary to human survival whether people

are aware of this fact or not. Hence Marx often refers to production

as a 'material’ process which people enter into ’independent of their
will’.3 Wth the devel opnent of classes in society so that a privil eg-

ed few do the "thinking’ and an exploited majority have to create the
wealth. the materialist basis to human exi stence is obscured by the

phi | osophers and priests. etc, rather in the way that many white peo.

ple in South Africa don’t think very much about the inportance of pro
duction and what it involves because they have bl ack servants and

enpl oyees who do the real work for theml Nevertheless. material pro
duction is the nost inponant fact of human life and it explai ns why

c) people can only be understood as individuals who survive in asociety.
Production is essentially a collective activity in which people have

to work together so that when we speak about social production, we
necessarily refer to the relationshi ps which people enter into when

they produce. Even the ' Robinson Crusoes’ and the hermts of the

world can only live in isolation because they have first acquired the
ability to think. speak and produce by working in society.

But in order to explain how the nature of humans as social producers
affects the way they act in society. we need to |l ook nore closely at the
two aspects which constitute the production process:

(I'l') Productive Forces and tho Rel ati ons of Production

The activity of production involves first and forenost the maki ng of tools
or the devel opnent of technol ogy. whether we think of the manufac-



ture of spears for hunting or conmputers for programmi ng. This

technol ogy includes not only the tools or nachines thensel ves but al

the raw material. technical skills and know how which go into making

and using themand it is described in Marxi st theory as a force of pro-
duction. It is obvious that every tine a fresh invention is nmade. these
forces of production change accordingly.

Tool s, whether sinple or sophisticated. have to be operated by people

and since people nust enter into a definite set of relationships in order
to produce. the "forces of production’ are ncessarily linked to the 'rel a-
tions of production’. Since the way in which we relate to one anot her

or co-operate in production depends upon the kind of technol ogy we

are actually using. we may say therefore that the relations of production
into which people enter are determined by the forces of production

whi ch they have created.

As Marx puts it social relations are closely bound up with productive
forces. .The hand-mil gives you society with the feudal l|ord; the
stemmll, society with the industrial capitalist) O course. working
with tools or productive forces is only possible when hunmans
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co-opexate, so that it nmight be objected that productive forces and pro-
ductive relations are indistinguishable fromone another. Here we need

to be as precise as possible: by productive relations. we do not sinply
mean what sone commentators have called 'work relations’ Le. technica
nodes of co-operation in the use of tools. Rather we nean rel ationships
whi ch invol ve questions of power and control - the question of not sinp-
Iy how the technology is used, but howit is owned and who derives

the chief reward fromits usage. In hunting societies. for exanple. in
the state of tprimtive communisni. everyone not only works as a team

but there is insufficient wealth produced to allow sone to sit idly by giv-
ing 'orders’ to others who have to work for them The collective way

in which people work together deternines the collective or comruna

way in which they share out and own the wealth they produce. Produc-

tive forces determine the relations of production.

VWhat happens when these productive forces change so that hunting

gives way to agriculture and sonme individuals can accunul ate, by fair
neans or foul. nore wealth than they actually need? The rel ati ons of
producti on nmust al so change. for. to put it sinply. a herd of cattle can
be owned privately in the way that a herd of buffalo cannot. It is now
profitable to systematically plunder your nei ghbours, make them work

for you as slaves. and develop private property in crops and cattle. A
clan or tribal society owning the neans of production in common is
gradual ly transformed into a society divided into classes: the wealth pro-
duced by one group is owned by another and al though the devel op-

ment 0! class antagoni sm and expl oitation had not devel oped to any
significant degree in nuch of pre-colonial Africa. the changing rel ations
of production can ultimtely be expl ained by changes taking place in

the productive forces. Every change in these forces - whether we think

of the invention of the plough to till the land or the spinning jenny which
mechani sed the weaving | oom - nust transform production rel ations.

Indeed, it is the dramatic change in the forces of production brought
about by capitalismso that thousands of people work together in nines
and factories using highly advanced technol ogy. which nakes it not

nerely possible but ultimately necessary for private ownership to give
way to social ownership and, in conditions of grow ng abundance. for
everyone to at once take part in production and yet at the sane tine
enjoy a lite of security and freedom A socialist and communi st society
cannot, however. sinply come about because people "want’ it: new

forces of production alone make it possible. This is why it would be naive
and utopian to try to establish socialist relations of production - where
the neans of production are owned in common - in a society where

nost people are still individual handicraft producers or peasant farners
wor king small plots of land in isolation fromone another. The rel ations
of production must. in Marx’s words. be tappropriate to a given stage

in the devel opjnent of their forces of production’.’
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It is only on the basis of devel oped industry and cooperative and. col -

| ective agriculture that socialismcan be built. andsncenost African
countries who have recently freed thensel ves from unpenaltst and neo-
colonial control suffer from serious technol ogi cal backwardness, they
need to pursue policies of socialist orientation’in order to create the
forces of production necessary to sustain socxaltst relations of produc-
tion. In South Africa itself. however, things are rathei: different. and
followi ng the national denocratic revolution. the mecharused agriculture
and devel oped industrial base (already created by the capttalists) would
make it possible to build socialismnuch nore rapidly.

Al t hough. as we have seen. the forces of production in anysociety
determ ne the relations of production and changes tn the relations are
only possi bl e because of changes in the productive forces. it should not
be thought that these changes occur smoothly and automattcally. In fact.
the very opposite is true panicularly when we are speaking _ot BOO el |l eS
di vided i nto antagonistic classes. Here not only do the relations of pro
duction 'l ag be hind" changes in technol ogy and scientttic understandi ng,
but the production relations actively resist the need to adapt and change.
they beconme obsol ete and out noded and enornopus’ pressure has to

build up in society before the transformati on of production relations can
take place and they are brought in line with the altered production
forces. In fact, it is precisely this pressure which builds up to force old
production relations to adapt to the new forces otptoductton that is the
basi ¢ cause of every social and political revolution

In Marx’s words. at a certain stage of devel opnent. the material pro-



ductive forces of society come Into confllct with the existing relations

of pxodnctlon tramtonne of devel opment at the productive toxcu

these relations turn Into their letters. Then begins en en of socia
revol ution.’ .

Thus we can now fornul ate the basac propostttons of the materiali st
theory of history by saying:

a) Every alteration in the way people control production (the produce
tion relations) brings about a change in the way peopl e co-operate

in production and because changes in technol ogy are natural and
unavoi dable in all societies. we can describe the need (or the rela
tions of production to adapt to the forces of production as the nost
basic law a! human history - the ultimte explanation for all socia
change. But . ' . . . .

b) because the devel opment of explottatton. class dnstons and the ins
stitution of private property arises at a particular stage in history,
adaptation of the relations to the forces of productton cannot take
pl ace 'gradual ly’ and tcontinuously’ . A revolutton is needed tn order
to take power out of the hands of one class and vest tt tn anothet in
order to nmake it possible for the relations and forces of productton
to once again correspond.
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To understand nore clearly why it is that class divisions have the effect
of obstructing the adjustnent of productive relations to productive
forces. it is now necessary to introduce into the theory the concepts of
(I'l1'l) Basis end Superstrueture
When people enter into a particular set of production relations. they do
so through the entire range of social institutions which function to
regul ate, justify and protect these particular relations. Just as the forces
of production cannot exist in the real world w thout the people who co-
operate in a definite way to work them so the relations of production
only devel op because people are also nenbers of a famly, are guided
by a norality and sonetinmes a religion. accept certain cultural val ues.
and in class-divided societies, have their lives ultimtely regul ated by
the coercive machinery of the state. And just as productive forces deter-
mne the relations oi production. so for their part. the production rel a-
tions constitute what we call the econom c basis of society which deter-
mnes all the social institutions and i deas which nmake these production
rel ati ons possible - the decisive force which nmoulds 'the general pro-
cess of social, political and intellectual liie'.
Mar x describes this economic basis as "the real foundationi of society
upon which. as he puts it. there arises a legal and political superstruc-
ture and to which correspond dennite forns of social consciousnessm
Marx uses the term ' superstructure’ to describe society’s institutions
and i deas because he argues that these aspects of our life do not sinrr
ly dwell in a selfcontained world of their own but have their origin in
the way we relate to one another in the realmof material production
They are a ’'superstructure’ because they can only be understood, in
the last analysis. in terms of a society’s econom c ’basis’.
Thus. for exanple. it is not sinply a 'coincidence’ that in South Africa
you have the vicious exploitation of the black people in the factories,
m nes and (arns existing 'elongside’ a political system which denies
them any say in the government of the country existing 'alongside socia
and religious prejudices which claimthat inequality is 'natural’ and that
"races’ should be kept apart. Nor is it enough to sinply note that all these
facets of apartheid 'hang together’ and are related. The fact is that it is
not the ideas of a few eccentric professors from Potchefstroom or
Pretoria whi ch have brought about the nightrmarish policies of 'separate
devel opnent’ - it is the demand for cheap bl ack | abour by the in-
dustrialists. mne owers and the big farners. In so far as econonic
realities come into conilict with pet schemes of this or that apartheid
i deol ogue. it is the ideas and not the realities which suffer! It is the basis
which ultimately determ nes the superstructure. It is not. as Marx says.
the consci oneee of nmen that determ nes their existence. but their
soci al existence that determines their consciousness.” This is why.
despite all the tal k about abolishing the pass | aws and doing away with
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the i outnoded’ systemof apartheid, it is clear that the reginme sinply
seeks to streamine racist domination so as to place profits and cl ass
power on what it hopes will be a nore secure basis. The roots of apar-
theid are to remain "non-neqotiable’ . i.e. securely intact.
The secret of every society is to be found neither in its politics nor
inits ideas but in the precise character of its production relations and
it is only by studying these that we can ultimately explain why a society
has the kind of culture. famly structure. political systemand ’spiritua
lite that it does. This is because it is the role of the superstructure in
a class-divided society to justify and protect, to entrench and institu-
tionalise a privileged and oppressive way of life so that the owners of
the neans of production - the ruling class - try to fossilise the kind
of production relations which favour their interests and prevent these
relations fromsnoothly adapting to the ever-changi nq forces of produc-
tion. This is why an oppressed people fighting for their freedom cannot
nmerely transform obsol ete relations of production w thout at the sane
time radically altering the entire political and ideol ogi cal superstrue
ture which is rooted in and serves to perpetuate econom c exploitation
It is sonetinmes thought (usually by the critics of Marxism that con
cepts like iproductive forces’ and ’'productive relations’, economc
"basis’ and ideol ogi cal 'superstructure’ refer to easily separable slices
of reality so that one can actually point to a 'basis’ in one part of society
and a 'superstructure’ in another. This. in fact. is not so. In the real world,
technol ogy and social relationships. economc. cultural and political in-
stitutions all inextricably inter-penettate and the concepts which




hi storical materialismenploys have been separated out in the form of

an analysis in order to produce a scientific theory of change.

i ndeed. the very need for a scientific theory of change arises fromthe
fact that what really happens when societies devel op or revol utions oc.
cur shoul d never be confused with what people taking part in the events
may think or inmagine is going on. The distinction between the ’'basis’
and isuperstructure’ makes it possible for us to distinguish the real roots
of a revolution - the conflict between society’s relations and forces of
production - and the events of the superstructure: the arena of politics
and ideol ogy in which. as Marx says. 'nen becone conscious 0! this
conflict and fight it out’."l "

Thi s does not nean that the superstructure can be ignored. for the
political and ideological factors of the struggle help us to understand
why events take the particular formthey do. Thus. for exanple, in analys-
ing the deep crisis which faces the Botha-Ml an regi ne today, we need

to anal yse the divisions anong the Afrikaner ivolk’ with the energence
of openly Nazi organisations |like the Airikaner Werstandsbeweqi ng;

the splits in the PPP; the willingness by sonme sections of big business
to speak to the ANC, Gatsha Buthel ezi’'s desperate attenpts to preserve
some kind of credibility for inkatha as an opposition novenent. etc. Al
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these aspects of the 'superstructure’ require our attention, but if we w sh
to penetrate to the heart of the situation we rmust follow Marx’s advice
and di stinguish between the material transformation of the economc
conditions of production, which can be determ ned with the precision

of a nanal science, and the legal, political. religious. artistic or

phil osophic - in short. ideological tons in which men beconme con-

eci ous ot un- connict and amit out.",r:,n

Fromthe superstructure we | earn how the panicul ar ideas and per
sonalities. parties and politicians shape the event so that it turns out the
way it does: fromthe basis we find why the event ultimtely occurred

in terns of the underlying. deeply rooted causes which existi’beneath

the surface’. as it were. In popular resistance to apartheid. each particul ar
struggle reacts to an i medi ate aspect of the situation: the conpul sory
use of Afrikaans in the schools as a catalyst to the Soweto uprising; the
occupation of the townships by the anny and police in the Vaal Triangle

i n Novenber 1984; a particular sacking by a particul ar enpl oyer; the
execution of yet another heroic patriot; the death in detention of a trade
uni on | eader or conmmunity activist. Each event plays its part in shaping
the course of the struggle. but for the basic cause of the people’ s war
agai nst apartheid we rmust | ook to the vicious econom c exploitation

upon which the apartheid systemrests - the unbearable poverty. in-
security. joblessness and inflation. sanctioned by racial discrinmnation
and protected by the nmachine guns and barbed wire of a ruthless dic-
tatorship. The superstructure expresses the struggle as people battle

in the streets, retuse to go to work and join the ranks of the |iberation
noverent: the basis actually explains it as the uprising of the African.
Col ouxed and | ndi an people who are robbed by a racist white mnority

of the wealth which they collectively produce. Wiile mllions work in

the mnes, factories and on the farns, 8 clique of nonopoly capitalists
privately own South Africa’ s imense riches - this is the root of the con-
nict, and of the protest. struggle and novenent towards revolution, for

it is here. in the econom c basis of society, that the xeiations and forces
of production collide with a raw and seating intensity. It is here that the
events have their real source

The fact that the economic basis of a society provides us with the
ultimte cause of its devel opnment does not and cannot nean that it is

the only cause of social developnent. for this would iinply, for exanple.
trying to study capitalismin South Africa w thout taking account, of the
"way in which the arny. police. courts, judges, adm nistration. propagan-
da are used by the ruling class to keep themin power. A basis and
superstructure nust always be exam ned together. for the superstruc-

ture not only arises out of a given basis but reacts back upon econom c
devel opnents and decisively influences them Is it not clear that the bat-
tery of racist laws in South Africa - a political factor -. gives econonic
exploitation its peculiarly vicious forn? No account of devel opment is
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possi bl e unless all the political. ideological and cultural factors die
careful ly considered, for the econom c causes cannot be meani ngfully
understood 'on their own’.

The col onial character of South African society, the influence m

Cal vinism and Cape liberalism the heritage of popul ar struggl e against
conquest and ensl avenent. the awakening of a national African con"

sci ousness - all these aspects of the superstructure help to explain why
capitalismand the fight against it has developed as it has in the South
African context. To sinply ignhore these aspects on the grounds that only
econom c factors’ count’ - that historical materialismis some kind of
one- -sided 'economc determinism - would |lead to a grotesquely

di storted understanding of reality

What the Marxist theory of history argues is this: all factors are inpor-
tant and all need to be taken into account, but while the aspects of the
superstructure - where people express their consci ousness of what is

going on - determne the formof the devel opnent, the econom c basis

is ultimtely decisive for it is only here that we can understand why in
the last analysis society devel ops at all

It follows of course that the nore clearly we understand the dynam cs

of history in terns of the relationship between basis and supexstnicture.
the conflict between the forces and relations of production. the nore
consciously we can control the course of events through the strategies

and tactics we adopt for revolutionary change.

(lv) Historical Laws and Mdes of Production

The materialist theory 0! history. as | have so far outlined it. can be said



to apply to all societies known to us. for where peopl e produce. so forces
of production rmust determ ne production relations and a superstructure
ari se out of an econom c base. But although production is a common
feature of every society. the chancter or. as Marx calls it. ’'the node’
of production differs fromone historical period to another. 'In broad
outline, Marx wites, 'the Asiatic, ancient. feudal and nodem

bour geoi s nbdes of production may be designated as epochs marking
progress in the devel opnent of society" and as econom c formations

or 'nodes of production’. each is nore advanced than the one preceding
it - technol ogy has been nore extensively devel oped and new and ' bet

ter’ forns of exploitation have been devised. Cearly we are not talking
about ’'ptogress’ in any straightforward noral sense, for as Engels has
poi nted out, every step forward in production is at the sane tine a step
backward in the position of the oppressed class,"” so that although
"potentially things may get better. in practice they get worse. let us | ook
briefly at what each of these nodes of production entails.

In what Marx calls

a) the Asiatic node (so called because of its general geodraphical ioca-
tion) the land is still owned by the community but the irrigation system
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whi ch nmakes it possible to develop agriculture is controlled and ad-

m ni stered by kings and priests who rely upon slaves to produce some

0! the weal th; however. the use of slavery and the production of goods .
to: sale in a market becones nuch nore dominant in

b) the Ancient es slave node 0! psodnctlon (so called because it ex-

isted in ancient Greece and Rone) in which with the devel opnent of

trade and comodity production. the land itself becones privately

owned; under

c) the feudal node of pmdnctien: the exploitation of slaves (in the

sense of people owned |ike cattle by theii’ nmasters) gives way to the ex-
ploitation of serfs who are bound to serve a particular |lord by working
so many days a year for him lighting his wars and payi ng dues to the
chuxch. etc. The hi ghest and nost deceptive tom 0! exploitation ex-

i sts. however, in

d) the Capitalist node of production in which not only is the produc-

tion at comodities the overriding formof economc activity. but people
who have no wealth of their own are forced by economi c circunstances

to hire out their services (or 'lIsboux power’) to a capitalist. so that people
t hensel ves become commodities who are paid according to the anpunt

of food and shelter they need to continue functioning as wealth-

produci ng machi nes. \When they are no | onger required. the capitali st
simply sacks them

It is worth remenbering that these 'nodes of production’ are

extremely general categories and no actual society. past or present, wll
necessarily lit themexactly. They serve only as a gui de to understanding
the devel opnent of history and although as Marx puts it, each node of
production is an epoch | marki ng progress in the devel opnent of socie-

ty'. this does not nmesn that any particular society either has or has to
progress through each of the four stages as though each society is pre-
erdsined to clanbex up the sanme historical |adder. In fact every socie-

ty is inits particular formquite unique but these distinct features can
only be appreci ated when anal ysed through the general concepts which
apply to all societies of a particular kind. Thus for exanple, the concept
of a 'capitalist node of production’ - a general term- helps us to iden-
tify and explain the peculiar features of apartheid in the South African
system In other words. a general theory of history and society is essen-
tial to any 'concrete study of concrete conditions’ because without it

we woul d not know where to begin. The materialist theory of history
shoul d never therefore be thought of as a ’preconceived schenme’ but

rather as a guide to understanding historical realities as they really are.
Because. for exanple. capitalist relations of production had nowhere

devel oped in M1 ca before the colonial period. this does not mean that
before the people can build socialismthey nust endure a capitali st

epoch! What we call the "historical laws’ at woxk in a given node of pro-
duction relate to particular forces and relations of production which have
to

devel oped and there is no reason why societies in Africa which are guide
ed by a Marxist |eadership and assisted by the socialist countries. can-
not change these forces and relations so that they establish a sociali st
soci ety based upon a socialist node of production. There is nothing in
the Marxist theory of history which says that everyone has to follow the

i dentical path of devel opnent. |,

VWhat the materialist theory of history seeks to establish is that while
every society has its own speciic features which ht generally into a node
of production ranging from’prinmtive communism to devel oped

soci alism neverthel ess particular |aws of devel opnent are thensel ves-
determ ned by the nmpbst basic and general historical |aw the adapts

tion of a society's relations of production to their productive forces. The
law lies at the heart of the Marxist theory of history and it explains the
devel opnent of all societies w thout exception

In class-divided societies. as we have seen, forces and rel ati ons of pro-
duction cone into sharp conflict, whereas in societies in which class

di visions are disappean’'ng (as in the socialist countries). this conflict or
"contradiction between the forces and relations can be relatively

snoot hly and pai nl essly overcone (as |orl exanpl e happened in 1956/ '1

in the Soviet Union when new fornms of planning wexe introduced. or

i ndeed as is happeni ng today when the USSR seeks to nake its economny

nore dynami c and receptive to scientific and technol ogi cal innovation)

for now there are no entrenched class interests or privileged 'ways of
life' which social change threatens. In a society in which, as Marx puts
it, "there are no nore classes and class antagonisns’, then ’'social evolu-



tions will cease to be political evolutions'," but although the state as
the enbodi ment of class conflict withers away. and di fferences can be
settled through persuasion, debate and the direct action of the people

t hensel ves, change continues as it always has and al ways must. There
will always be a continual novenent in the growmh of productive forces.
This will require the continuous adi ustment-of productive relations and
society’'s superstructure and so we will need to continue studying the
particul ar mani festations of the basic |aw of historical devel opment which
must rank as one of Marx’'s great scientific discoveries.

Those who claimtherefore that Marxismcontradicts itself by |ooking
towards the establishnent of sone kind of 'perfect’ comunist society

in which historical devel opment 'runs out of steami and grinds to a halt
have not really understood what the materialist conception of history

is all about. In fact the devel opment first of socialismin which a planned
econony is built and then of communismin which class divisions finally
di sappear and the machinery of the state dies out. represents the start
of a new history - a history in which the forces of production can be
consciously regulated and conti’olled, changes are nade without wars

or revolution and a new world arises which can be called human in the
full est sense of the term
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