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Class Struggle and the State

Duncan Innes and Martin Plaut

The authors argue that, although purporting to deal with class struggle, the
article on ‘Class Struggle and the Periodisation of the State in South Africa’ in
Review No. 7 fails to focus its attention on the fundamental contradiction
in South African society — that of the struggle between capital and labour, The
reason for this inadequacy lies in the article’s dependency on the Poulantzian
method of analysis which incorrectly separates ‘economics’ and ‘politics’ from
the ‘fundamental relations of exploitation’ in capitalist society. It is only by
establishing the unity between the relations of exploitation and their manifes-
tation as political and economic forms that the state’s position in the class
struggle can be correctly located.

The article, ‘Class Struggle and the Periodisation of the State in South Africa’
by Robert Davies, David Kaplan, Mike Morris and Dan O'Meara in Review of
African Political Economy No. 7, is an attempt to provide an historical analysis
of the changes in the form of state in South Africa by making particular use of
the theoretical categories and mode of analysis developed in the recent work of
N. Poulantzas. While we do not intend in these remarks to develop a full eritique
of the Poulantzian position, we would nonetheless argue that many of the
inadequacies in the article by Davies et al have their origins in the Poulantzian
method of analysis. Consequently, through developing a critique of the article
we hope to be able to contribute towards a more general critique of the Poulant-
Zian position.

The central thurst of our critique is that while the article purports to deal with
class struggle and the periodisation of the state in South Africa, in fact the
relationship between the bourgeocisie and the most important section of the
proletariat — i.e. black workers — is never really dealt with except in a most
cursory fashion. Instead of providing us with an analysis which locates the South
African state in the struggle between capital and labour (as the title of the article
suggests), the authors develop an analysis in which the state is located in the
‘secondary contradictions between the different fractions of the dominant
classes’ (p.4). It is our opinion that the article’s near-exclusive focus on these
‘secondary contradictions’ paves the way for a reformist approach to the question
of working class action in the struggle. The opening paragraph of the article
outlines what is to be the main focus of the analysis:
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This article is concerned with the periodisation of the palitical in South Africa, i.e. changes
in the form of state. As such, it is not principally an analysis of the fundamental relations of
exploitation characterising the South African social formation. What it examines then, is not
the principal contradiction of the social formation (the relationship between the dominant
and dominated classes) but the secondary contradictions between the different fractions of
the dominant classes. But, to characterise contradictions as secondary is not to characterise
them as unimportant. On the contrary, what we will attempt to show is that the resolution
of these contradictions was to have an important effect vpon the whole trajectory of
capitalist development in South Africa. We are therefore concerned to understand the
historical role of the South African state in the class struggle — more particularly, which
specific interests it sepved, and how it came to assume its specific and distinctive form.

Clearly, there can be no disagreement with the argument that ‘secondary con-
tradictions’ within capitalist society are important and require analysis. But
where there is room for disagreement is over the question of how one approaches
that analysis — how one conceptualises and relates these *secondary contradie-
tions' to the broadly determinant struggle between capital and labour. It is
our contention that the mode of analysis specified in the above quote, which
attempts to introduce a radical rupture of the ‘political’ from the ‘fundamental
relations of exploitation’, is not only at variance with the Marxist method but
as we hope to be able to show inevitably tends towards the path of orthodox
bourgeois theory.

In contrast to the various branches of liberal theory, Marxist analysis emphasises
the fundamental unity of the social relations of production in a given society.
However, in capitalist societies these relations manifest themselves at the level of
appearances in the separated forms of economics, politics, ideclogy, etc. Thus
economics and politics which appear as separared are in fact no more than the
external manifestations of the inregrated social relations of production. Con-
sequently, any analysis which, unlike most bourgeois analysis, seeks to penetrate
beneath the level of appearances cannot start off by arbitrarily isolating *politics’
from the ‘fundamental relations of exploitation” in society. On the contrary, it is
only by focusing specifically on that relationship that one can come to a correct
understanding of politics in the class struggle. In other words, it is only if we are
able to establish the uniry between politics and the relations of exploitation (and
not isolate them from each other in the analysis) that we can accomplish what
the authors set out to do — i.e., ‘understand the historical role of the South
African state in the class struggle’. One cannot understand the changing form of
the capitalist state without locating the state in the relations of production
determined by the development of the struggle between capital and labour.

The failure on the part of Davies et al to adopt this position from the start leads
them to develop an analysis which at times comes perilously close to orthodox
liberal historiography. Briefly, liberal analyses of South African history run
alcng the following lines: while the sphere of ‘economics’ develop in accordance
with the laws of nature, laws which neither discriminate against nor favour any
garticu]ar group, the sphere of ‘politics’ is characterised by flerce struggles

etween various interest groups, one of which (inevitably white rural Afrikaners)
managed in 1948 to seize hold of the levers of government and power in the
state and used these as a means to direct or distort the natural development of
the “economy’ in their own selfish interests. The Poulantzian position as repre-
sented by Davies et al is not all that dissimilar from the above: although they
argue that “classes are constituted principally at the level of production, . . .
unity within the dominant classes is expressed in the concept of the power bloc,
denoting the coexistence of several classes/fractions in the exercise of that
political/ideclogical domination necessary to maintain relations to (sic) exploi-
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tation — a coexistence ensured and organised through the capitalist state,’
(pp-4-5, our emphasis). Thus ‘there is always struggle within the power bloc to
assume this organisational role, and thereby ensure the primacy of this class/
fraction’s particular interests’ (p.5). And finally, ‘differences in the form of state
are determined firstly, by changes in the composition of the power bloc and its
allied and supportive classes, and secondly, by changes related to which class/
fraction is hegemonic (p.5). Thus in this analysis, as in orthodox liberal theories,
the political emerges as the major sphere of class and fractional struggle and the
classical Marxist position that class struggle manifests itself in both economics
and politics is discarded, or at any rate, not reflected here. Consequently, the
interpretations offered by Davies et al of particular periods of South African
history are not that dissimilar from liberal interpretations. Thus we find them
arguing that in the period immediately after World War II, paolitical struggles
between the various fractions of capital (interest groups in the liberal jargon) led
to one fraction, based primarily on white rural Afrikaners, gaining access to state
power and using this as a means of determining the form of development of the
economy in their own fractional interests (pp.26-27).

Despite the similarities between the two analyses, there are of course also
important differences between the two. For instance, the Poulantzian concep-
tion of both the economic and political instances is radically different from
that of the liberals: the essential relations are understood as exploitative and
oppressive rather than neutral and natural. However, it is our contention that
the arbitrary separation of ‘economics’ from *politics’ in the Poulantzian approach
inevitably forces their analyses into one of two positions: either the political
instance, and the struggles which occur within it, have to be reduced to the
economic instance/base, i.e., classes and fractions emerge as no more than
economic interest groups and we have a crude form of economism; or the
political instances maintains its autonony from the economic instancefbase in
which case we have a form of political pluralism. Having isolated the ‘instances’
from the ‘fundamental relations of exploitation’ in capitalist society it is not
possible for the Poulantzians to re-establish the necessary unity between them
without falling into our or other of the above positions.

In emphasising, and focusing almost exclusively on, the intercapitalist dis-
agreements (‘struggles’ in the Poulantzian jargon) between fractions of capital
and on struggles between fractions of capital and the white wage-eaming petty-
bourgeoisie (white workers are not defined as workers by the authors but as ‘a
new petty-bourgeoisie”) (p.8), Davies et al root themselves firmly in the Poulant-
zian tradition. Poulantzas himself writes that:

The contradictions most directly and acutely reflected within the state are those among the
dominant classes and fractions and between these and the supporting classes, far more than
the contradiction between the power bloc and the working class. The latter contradictions
are basically expressed in the bourgeois state ‘at a distance’. (Our emphasis).

By concentrating the analysis on problems within the power bloc, the dynamic
of accumulation comes to be situated, not in the relations of conjflict between
capital and labour, but primarily in the relations of competition within capital
itself. These competitive relations then become fetishized, as they very often are
in neo-classical theory, o as to become explanatory concepts for the dynamic
of accumulation itself. Since inter-capitalist relations are situated in the fore-
front of these analyses, they become the prime movers of history — the motor
of accumulation — while the real class struggle, defined as the struggle between
capital and labour, gets relegated to a subordinate position in the analysis, i.e.,
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it is only ‘expressed in the bourgeois state “at a distance”™.’ Consequently, we
find that in the article by Davies et al, which purports to deal with class struggle
and the state in South Africa, the resistance waged against capital by black
workers (and they constitute the overwhelming majority of the South African
working class) over a twelve-year period (1920-1932), is analysed as follows:

So far as the principal dominated classes were concerned the Pact was essentially a period of
continuity. The state continued to intervene to secure labour for all the various fractions
of capital, and to use its repressive and ideological apparatuses to prevent political organi-
zation by the principal dominated classes. The support which the ICU had given to national
capital in its struggle for hegemony thus did not prevent Minister of Justice, Pirow, from
conducting a campaign of repression against that organization with the full support of all
fractions in the power bloe. (p.13)

Again, the effect of the draconian Hertzog Bills on the African workers' struggle
during the mid-thirties is dismissed as follows:

Az such, the segregationist policy contained in these measures was perfectly consistent with
the continuing hegemony of natonal capital . . . The segregationist measures in so far as
they related to the maintenance of tribal structures, denial of rights in urban arcas etc, were

dire?tl}f repressive measures designed to ensure continued political domination. As such they
received the support of the whole power bloc. (p.20)

These bland generalizations and descriptions are hopelessly inadequate as a basis
for a serious Marxist analysis of class struggle, and of the state's involvement in
that struggle, in South Africa over a twenty-year period. One cannot dismiss
two decades of intensive African working class resistance which gave rise to
fundamental contradictions within capital accumulation, simply be claiming that
‘the state continued to intervene to secure labour for all the various fractions of
capital’. Nor does the general comment that ‘the segregationist measures . . . were
directly repressive measures designed to ensure continued political domination’
actually advance our understanding of the precise purpose of these particular
segregationist measures (capitalist legislation of any kind is inevitably “designed’
to ensure the continued political domination of capital).

An approach, such as that reflected in the above quotes, which shifts the focus
of the analysis away from the class struggle and towards inter-class and fractional
disagreements inevitably leads to a failure to locate the real determinants of
specific historical periods and events. For instance, the issue of Black Trade
Unions is dealt with as follows in the article:

But, a differing approach with respect to Black Trade Unions became evident towards the
close of the period (ie. 1930s). Industrial capital was beginning to establish a series of
informal agreements with emergent Black Trade Unions and the government appeared to be
considering a very limited recognition — an approach it abandoned when the Mines inter-
vened to demand that no recognition be granted. This differing approach was the germ of a

more serious division between the capitalists as is evidenced in the next period. (p.20 -
our emphasis).

In this analysis, the black working class appears only ‘at a distance’ and plays a
passive role throughout. Black Trade Unions are ‘emerging’, although the forces
giving rise to their emergence, the level of that emergence, its implications for
capital, etc, are all ignored. Furthermore, the ‘emergence’ does not seem to have
any momentum in the slightest. Thus, in this analysis, the struggle for black
unions is presented not as a struggle between capital and labour (which is essen-
tially what it is)} but as a ‘struggle” between particular groups of capitals, each
trying to influence the state to act in its own interest. The state here weighs up
the arguments and strengths of the various contending interest groups and then
acts to support the one against the other — i.e. it acts to promote the interests of
particular groups of capitalists against other groups rather than acting within the
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limitations imposed on it by the intensity of the class struggle to secure the
conditions for the reproduction of capital in general against labour.

It is difficult to see precisely how the conceptualization of the role of the state
provided here by Davies et al differs from the pluralist model. Clearly, it is
important to analyse the different ways in which various groups of capitalists
perceived the issue of black trade unions, but the point is that unless the analysis
focuses on the social forces which gave rise to this phenomenon we cannot
understand the nature of the threat these unions posed to capital in general,
nor can we understand why various capitalists groups perceived that threat
differently. The state's response, of course, can be understood only in terms of
the necessity imposed on it as a capitalist state to secure the conditions for the
expansion of capital in general at a time of rising working class resistance to
oppression and exploitation. Consequently, it is only by placing the black
working class at the centre of the analysis that we can avoid the pluralism of
Davies et al in which the differing interests and interventions of a plurality of
capitalist groups provide the basis for state policy.

Finally, we would like to examine one statement by Davies et al which is par-
ticularly illustrative of some of points made above:

. « « the eritical division within the capitalist class was that between imperialist/foreign
capital(s) on the one hand and national capital(s) on the other. The conflict between these
fractions evolved around the desired trajectory of capitalist development — crudely, whether
South Africa was to remain an economic chattel of imperialism or to generate its own
national capitalist development. Yet, of course national capital remained capitalist, (We are
unsure of the precise purpose of this sentence: DI & MP) Its anti-imperialism did not end
the contradictions between it and the classes it exploited. On the contrary, the anti-imperial-
ist policies of national capital in South Africa were made possible by raising the rate of
exploitation of the proletariat, and by oppressing it vet further. (p.29)

What we cannot understand is that, even given the terms of their own argument
expressed in the final sentence of the above quote (that anti-imperialist policies
are made possible only through an intensification of proletarian exploitation and
oppression), why then are the forms of these intensifications, and the resistance
to them, not the central focus of their analysis?

If no anti-imperialist strategy was possible without the intensification of the
struggle of capital against labour, surely one cannot hope to explain the develop-
ment of the state strategy (its twists, tums, advances and set-backs) without
analysing it as a manifestation of the new forms of class struggle — i.e. without
situating it directly in the struggle between capital and labour. This is of course
not to argue that particular capitals or particular groups of capitals seek the same
solutions — there are, of course, differences within capital. But these differences
do not evolve around ‘desired’ trajectories of capitalist development abstracted
from the conditions of class struggle. Nor does the state weigh up the various
solutions of various ‘fractions’ and impose one or other, depending on which
‘fraction’ is hegemonic at a particular moment. The state is the political form
of the domination of capital in general over labour and seeks to impose this
domination (and not the whims of particular capitals) on labour. The extent to
which it can do so — i.e., the extent to which it can wage a successful struggle
against labour — determines the trajectory of capitalist development. Its failure
to do so results in the destruction i:-lJ capitalism.

In order to demonstrate more fully the differences between our position and
that of Davies et al we intend to develop, albeit in a brief and schematic form, an
alternative analysis of the changing historical conditions in South Africa during
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