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8. The Relevance of
contemporary radical thought1

The ob ject of this pa per is to dis cuss the rel e vance of ‘con tem po rary rad i cal 
thought’ to the South Af ri can sit u a tion. The phrase ‘con tem po rary rad i cal
thought’ in cludes the ide ol o gies of var i ous is sue-ori ented move ments such
as ‘Stu dent Power’, 'Black Power' and ‘Women’s Lib er a tion’ groups and
also re fers to re cent de vel op ments in Marx ist the ory and in Chris tian
thought. In po lit i cal terms it finds ex pres sion in a num ber of par ties sit u ated 
well to the left of the or tho dox Communist parties in the political spectrum.

Al though among all these groups, cur rents and move ments there are wide 
di ver gences as to tac tics, there is an un der ly ing unity of ap proach con cern -
ing im me di ate ob jec tives and de tails of anal y sis. This lies in a com mon re -
jec tion of these pat terns of hu man re la tions im posed upon peo ple by the ex -
i gen cies of mod ern cap i tal ist so ci et ies. For ex am ple, the dif fer ence be -
tween the Black Power move ment in the United States and pre vi ous Civil
Rights move ments does not con sist only in a change of tac tics and a greater
will ing ness to use violence. A change in goals is also involved.

The de sire is no lon ger to be ac cepted into white mid dle-class so ci ety, as
though this were the peak of hu man at tain ment. The way in which whites
treat blacks is seen as hav ing [73] its roots in the way that whites treat one
an other; there fore what is aimed at now is the con struc tion of a new kind of
so ci ety with a dif fer ent value-sys tems and a dif fer ent cul ture, a better cul -
ture. In par tic u lar, this in volves a re jec tion of the whites’ as sump tion that
they have the right to se lect the cri te ria of ‘ac cept abil ity’, ‘responsibiliity’,
’civili sa tion', or even beauty. Sim i larly, the Women’s Lib er a tion move -
ment is not based merely on the idea that women are eco nom i cally ex -
ploited by men, through get ting lower wages at work, and not shar ing prop -
erly in con trol ling the home bud get. It is also ar gued that in the pres ent sys -
tem the whole na ture of the woman-man re la tion ship is vi ti ated by ste reo -
typed role-play pat terns which de stroy the spon ta ne ity of re la tion ships.
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While this is more damaging to the woman, it nevertheless damages the
man also.

I shall briefly sketch the the o ret i cal ba sis for this cri tique which is based
on a par tic u lar anal y sis of the na ture of hu man be ings. Eth i cal con cepts
such as ‘jus tice’ and ‘equal ity’ re fer to a de sired type of re la tion ship be -
tween in di vid u als. This re la tion ship is de sired be cause of what it does to
each in di vid ual in the re la tion ship. That is, we be lieve that it is good for in -
di vid u als to be treated justly and equally. Equal ity and jus tice are means to -
wards the end of in di vid ual hap pi ness. The sig nif i cance of this is that the
con tent which we give to such norms de pends on the way in which we be -
lieve in di vid u als achieve hap pi ness, or ful fil them selves. I shall refer to a
par ticular idea of fulfilment as a ‘human model’.

If we ad vo cate equal ity as a norm gov ern ing re la tions be tween peo ple,
we are not re quir ing iden ti cal treat ment for all in di vid u als in all sit u a tions.
We mean that dif fer ences in treat ment must be based on rel e vant dif fer -
ences in the na ture or sit u a tion of the in di vid u als con cerned. In de ter min ing 
rel e vance, one fac tor which must be taken into ac count is this ques tion of
hu man mod els. The type of so ci ety one aims at de pends on one’s hu man
model. If one sees hu man ful fil ment in terms of a high level of con sump -
tion the sort of so ci ety one aims at will be very dif fer ent from that which
will be sought if one saw ful fil ment as ly ing in achiev ing sartori, or lov ing
God, or com mu ni cat ing with one’s fel lows, or de vel op ing one’s in tel lect,
or serv ing the glory of one’s na tion. Cen tral to any ide ol ogy is a hu man
model. It is cru cial to real ise this, for of ten in po lit i cal ar gu ments the dis pu -
tants fail to real ise that they are op er at ing with different human models, and 
so that they are giving different meanings to key terms.

If one ac cepts that dif fer ent ide ol o gies de pend on dif fer ent hu man mod -
els, then the prob lem arises of what cri te ria one [74] could pos si bly use in
com par ing var i ous mod els. There are two pos si ble ap proaches to this prob -
lem. The first is to say that an in di vid ual is ful filled when his needs are sat -
is fied, and so that it is nec es sary to find out what the needs of a hu man are
in or der to dis cover which model is cor rect. This ap proach sug gests that
there is an ob jec tive, em pir i cally de ter mi na ble an swer to the ques tion.
How ever, such an an swer as sumes that there is a fixed and con stant set of
drives and needs: ‘hu man na ture’. Whether ap proach ing the prob lem from
an ex is ten tial ist or from a Marx ist view point, con tem po rary rad i cal
thinkers are unanimous in rejecting the concept ‘human nature’.

It would re quire too large a de tour to give their rea sons for this with any
rig our. Briefly, the fact of self-con scious ness makes it pos si ble for an in di -
vid ual to re flect on and re ject his mo tives for any par tic u lar ac tion. At the
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most el e men tary level, the state ment ‘man needs food’ means ‘if an in di -
vid ual wants to stay alive, he must have food’. The trans la tion brings out
the fact that the ini tial state ment con tains an im plicit nor ma tive judge ment,
or an im plicit choice-state ment. In di vid u als can de cide not to stay alive,
and then they don’t need food. Since nearly all peo ple do in fact want to
stay alive, the first state ment is ad e quate for ev ery day use. In fact, in any
given so ci ety, most peo ple do seem to want roughly the same sort of things, 
and it is this uni for mity which leads peo ple to think in terms of ‘hu man na -
ture’, as an ex plan a tory hy poth e sis. If we are to re ject it, we must re place it
with a better ex pla na tion of the relative uniformity of human behaviour in
any given society.

Once more, it is not pos si ble to for mu late such an ex pla na tion in de tail. It
is ar gued that peo ple be have in terms of their cul ture and that a cul ture is
largely a so cial prod uct which is im posed on each in di vid ual by the social -
is ing pro cess to which he is sub jected in his par tic u lar so ci ety. He is
‘taught’ a set of needs, and he acts in terms of these needs. This raises a
num ber of prob lems, two of which are particularly relevant.
1. Once it is real ised that a par tic u lar set of needs is merely the par tic u lar
hu man model char ac ter is tic of that cul ture, one is faced with a value de ci -
sion. Should one con tinue to ac cept this par tic u lar model? What cri te ria
could be used in de cid ing be tween it and other pos si ble mod els? These are
very dif fi cult prob lems in eth i cal the ory. Here I shall not at tempt to jus tify
my own so lu tion. I shall merely as sume the va lid ity of the Chris tian model,
which I un der stand to be based on the con cepts of free dom and love. Free -
dom means self-de ter mi na tion; [75] it means us ing one’s pow ers of rea son
to the full in or der to un der stand one self and one’s world, and in or der to act 
in terms of this un der stand ing. An in di vid ual re mains un free if he acts in
terms of unexamined principles and socially-imposed norms.

The Chris tian prin ci ple of love im plies that a cer tain type of re la tion ship
with other peo ple is a way of achiev ing ful fil ment. That is, com mu nity with 
other peo ple is a good in it self, not a way of ob tain ing other goods. Love
and free dom are in ter de pen dent. To love some one means to be open to him, 
to ex plore him, and this open ness and ex plo ra tion can not oc cur where peo -
ple are re act ing to one an other in terms of set, con ven tion ally de ter mined
be hav iour pat terns. The de vel op ment of rea son and con scious ness which
un der lies free dom can only oc cur in real interaction with other people, in
community.

To re peat, love, free dom and rea son are not means to an end. They con sti -
tute a way of life which is an end in it self, a mode of ful fil ment.
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2. Why is this par tic u lar set of needs im posed by this par tic u lar so ci ety?
The struc tural func tional school of so ci ol ogy an swers this ques tion by
point ing to the func tion which cul ture has in the over all so cial sys tem. In
or der for the so cial struc ture to be main tained in ex is tence, it is nec es sary
for the in di vid u als in the so ci ety to ac quire the kind of be hav iour pat tern
which is con sis tent with its con tin ued ex is tence, and the pro cess of socia li -
sa tion im poses this be hav iour pat tern. It has been pointed out by crit ics
such as Easton (1) and Buckley (2) that the struc tural func tional ap proach
in terms of sys tem main te nance in tro duces a con ser va tive bias by as sum ing 
that it is nec es sary for the so ci ety to main tain its pres ent struc ture, and so
le giti mis ing the cul ture which en ables it to do so. Easton therefore intro -
duces the concept of ‘systems persistence’.

The dis tinc tion be tween sys tems per sis tence and sys tems main te nance
makes it pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween, on the one hand, the nec es sary
pre req ui sites for the con tin ued ex is tence of some form of so ci ety, and, on
the other hand, the much nar rower set of nec es sary pre req ui sites for the
con tin ued ex is tence of a given so ci ety with its given struc ture. One can
then ask whether a given cul ture per forms a ‘main te nance’ role or a ‘per sis -
tence’ role; whether it func tions to main tain the given class, eco nomic, and
power struc ture, or whether it in tro duces the in di vid ual to an open-ended
search for ways of living together with his fellows.

This dis tinc tion can be used to il lu mi nate Marcuse’s dis tinc tion be tween
‘re pres sion’ and ‘sur plus re pres sion’ 3. (or vice-versa, if you are more fa -
mil iar with Marcuse than with Easton). Us ing his own ver sion of Freud ian
psy chol ogy, Marcuse ac cepts that so cial liv ing re quires a cer tain amount of 
re pres sion of libidinal drives, since both the ma te rial sit u a tion and the ne -
ces sity of work ing in col lab o ra tion with other peo ple makes a cer tain
amount of ab ne ga tion in ev i ta ble. In or der to pre vent frus tra tion and con -
flict ev ery time this oc curs it is de sir able that the socia li sa tion pro cess
should im pose a cer tain amount of re pres sion. The less grat i fi ca tion pos si -
ble in a given so cial sit u a tion, the more re pres sion is nec es sary. Marcuse
ar gues that in any given so cial sit u a tion one can dis tin guish be tween the
op ti mum dis tri bu tion of pos si bil i ties of grat i fi ca tion avail able with the best
uti li sa tion of the so cial and pro duc tive forces, and the ac tual dis tri bu tion,
which is a func tion of the way in which the so ci ety ac tu ally uses its re -
sources, which is in turn a func tion of so cial or gani sa tion, and in par tic u lar
of class struc ture. There may be a sur plus of in ter nal ised re pres sion re -
quired for the main te nance of the par tic u lar class struc ture. That is, in or der 
to pro duce peo ple who will ac cept the type of life which the society can
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offer them, it may be necessary to impose upon them a highly limiting set of
‘needs’.

The ‘Old Left’ criti cised cap i tal ism largely on the grounds that it leads to
an un fair dis tri bu tion of wealth and an in ef fi cient use of pro duc tive re -
sources. On the whole it ac cepted the cap i tal ist hu man model of ful fil ment
through the con sump tion and pos ses sion of ma te rial goods. The ‘New
Left’ agrees with the ini tial crit i cism, but ar gues, fur ther, that the hu man
model im posed in cap i tal ist so ci ety is a func tion of the needs of the cap i tal -
ist sys tem, and that it in volves the de struc tion of im por tant hu man po ten ti -
al i ties. Galbraith makes sim i lar points, us ing a dif fer ent ‘lan guage game’,
in The New In dus trial State. For ex am ple, he shows how the con cept of
‘con sumer sov er eignty’ no lon ger ap plies, since ways have been de vised of 
con trol ling ag gre gate de mand through ad ver tis ing tech niques in or der to
sat isfy the need of the industrial system for a stable expanding market. He
writes, 

But, as we have suf fi ciently seen, the sys tem, if it ac com mo dates to man’s wants,
also and in creas ingly ac com mo dates men to its needs. And it must. This lat ter ac -
com mo da tion is no triv ial ex er cise in sales man ship. It is deeply or ganic. High
tech nol ogy and heavy cap i tal use can not be sub or di nated to the ebb and flow of
mar ket de mand. They re quire plan ning; it is the es sence of plan ning that pub lic
be hav iour be made pre dict able, that it be sub ject to con trol. And from this con trol 
flow fur ther im por tant con se quences. It en sures that men and nu mer ous women
will work with un di min ished ef fort how ever great their sup ply of goods. And it
helps en sure that [77] the so ci ety will mea sure its ac com plish ment by its an nual
in crease in pro duc tion ... The man age ment to which we are sub ject is not oner -
ous. It works not on the body but on the mind. It first wins ac qui es cence or be lief;
ac tion is in re sponse to this men tal con di tion ing, and is thus de void of any sense
of com pul sion. It is not that we are re quired to have a newly con fig ured au to mo -
bile or a novel re verse-ac tion lax a tive; it is be cause we be lieve that we must have
them. It is open to any one who can re sist be lief to con tract out of this con trol. But
we are no less man aged be cause we are not phys i cally com pelled. On the con -
trary, though this is poorly understood, physical compulsion would have a far
lower order of efficiency.

4. In a sit u a tion where pro duc tiv ity has reached a level at which rap idly in -
creas ing lei sure pos si bil i ties open up, an ethic of con sump tion and need
cre ation is im posed be cause the econ omy in its pres ent form needs in creas -
ing de mand, with out there be ing any at tempt to con sider whether people
need it.

The cap i tal ist hu man model in cludes the fol low ing three el e ments:
(a) Ful fil ment through pos ses sion and con sump tion of ma te rial goods ...

what C. B. Macpherson calls ‘pos ses sive in di vid u al ism’. 

526



(b) A ten dency to com part men tal ise life into a work sphere and a ‘liv ing’
sphere, with work be ing seen as an un for tu nate ne ces sity, rather than an
area of pos si ble ful fil ment. (This is be cause the work sit u a tion in such a so -
ci ety is not de signed to be an area of ful fil ment. It is de signed to in crease
pro duc tiv ity, which is not necessarily the same thing).

(c) The idea that ex ploi ta tion is the nat u ral re la tion ship be tween peo ple.
In a cap i tal ist en ter prise the em ployee is es sen tially a ‘means of pro duc -
tion’, who may be oiled to make him work better, as other pieces of ma -
chin ery are, but who be comes re dun dant if he plays no role in the
profit-mak ing pro cess. Hu man re la tion ships be come in stru men tal, rather
than areas for finding fulfilment.
The use of per son nel man age ment tech niques may make the worker more
com fort able, but it does not change the na ture of the ba sic re la tion ship.
Rather, it is a pro cess of re fin ing the sys tem of con trols im posed on the
worker, of per suad ing him to co-op er ate will ingly in his own ex ploi ta tion.
For ex am ple, giv ing the worker a to ken num ber of shares in the firm may
make him feel that he has a greater in ter est and a more sig nif i cant role in it,
but it in fact gives him no real power. It is power which is the crux of the
mat ter. The worker may be given [78] a con sul ta tive role, but power, in par -
tic u lar power to de cide what shall be done with the prof its, lies with own er -
ship and man age ment. The term ‘ex ploi ta tion’ de scribes this power
differential and its implications.

Con tem po rary rad i cals sug gest two other ar eas of pos si ble hu man ex pe ri -
ence which, they ar gue, are more fulfilling:

(a) the idea of work as a cre ative ac tiv ity. This means that work sat is fac -
tion should be seen as one of the prod ucts of the pro duc tion pro cess, and
should not play a sec ond ary role to nar row cri te ria of eco nomic efficiency.

(b) The idea of com mu nity, love, co-op er a tion with one’s fel lows as an
end in it self.
These two may be united in the con cept ‘par tic i pa tion’... a hu man model of
ful fil ment through cre ative in volve ment in the so cial process.

I said ear lier that the Old Left had con cen trated to a great ex tent on ma te -
rial prob lems. The lesser em pha sis placed on such prob lems in con tem po -
rary the ory is of course at least in part the re sult of much greater af flu ence
in ad vanced cap i tal ist so ci et ies. In such cir cum stances it is nat u ral to turn to 
other un for tu nate re sults of cap i tal ism. But in South Af rica our prob lems
are per haps closer to those of nine teenth cen tury Eu rope than to those of
con tem po rary Eu rope: an ex tremely in-egal i tar ian so ci ety where large sec -
tions of the pop u la tion still live at or be low sub sis tence level. Any rea son -
able hu man model will in clude as real needs ad e quate hous ing, food, cloth -
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ing and health, so per haps at the mo ment in South Af rica is sues be yond this 
are ir rel e vant. Let us therefore consider the problem of inequality in South
Africa.

There is cer tainly, in South Af rica, con sid er able an tag o nism be tween the
dif fer ent ‘race’ groups. If we re ject the the sis that this is due to some in her -
ent in com pat i bil ity of the dif fer ent ‘races’, we must in quire what the con -
flict is about. The his tory of South Af rica since the be gin ning of white oc -
cu pa tion is the story of the use by whites of po lit i cal and mil i tary power to
en sure first a near mo nop oly of land, and then a com plete mo nop oly of
skilled, highly-paid jobs. This means that to day the large share of the
wealth which ac crues to the white sec tion of the pop u la tion is as much a re -
sult of their con trol of po lit i cal power as it is of their ac tual con tri bu tion to
pro duc tion. It is this fact, I be lieve, that lies at the roots of conflict in South
Africa.

Race prej u dice it self is of course a re al ity, in that most whites in South
Af rica ex press, in their be hav iour to wards [79] blacks, and in their thoughts
about blacks, at ti tudes based on prej u dice; prej u dice there is, and prej u dice
af fects be hav iour. But it is in two senses, very much a ‘sec ond ary re al ity’.
Firstly there is no fac tual ba sis for be liefs about ra cial in fe ri or ity, or about
the in her ent un pleas ant ness of mem bers of other ‘races’. White prej u dice
against blacks is based on ig no rance whereas black hos til ity to whites is
based on the hard facts of ex ploi ta tion. Sec ondly, it is prob a ble that, in
South Af rica at least, race prej u dice plays an im por tant role in jus ti fy ing to
the whites their right to treat the blacks in the way they do. That is, it is in
some ways a ra tion al is ation of ex ploi ta tion: in ad di tion, it is re in forced by
the ef fects which ex ploi ta tion has on the blacks. Black hos til ity to whites is
based on real griev ances. White hos til ity to black is based on the reali sa tion 
that the blacks threaten white priv i lege. Con flict will not end un til the
griev ances and the priv i leges end. But once these have ended, there is no
ba sis in race dif fer ence for fur ther con flict. That is, there is no rea son why
whites should expect to be discriminated against in a democratic South
Africa because of their whiteness.

How ever, it seems un wise to as sume that blacks will not use po lit i cal
power to end ex ploi ta tion, since whites used it to in stall the ex ploit ative
sys tem. The whites are so en trenched in the eco nomic struc ture at the mo -
ment that the only con ceiv able way in which this could be changed would
be through some form of so cial ism; that is, it would in volve a rad i cal
change in the white dom i nated eco nomic struc ture. Such a so lu tion, by re -
stor ing some re la tion ship be tween ef fort and re ward, would also be a just
so lu tion. Any ‘black’ gov ern ment is likely to be so cial is tic, and will be
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mor ally right in so be ing. The im pulse which has lead most in de pend ent
Af ri can coun tries to de clare them selves so cial ist will be enor mously
strength ened here by the fact that, in a coun try with a de vel oped and en -
trenched busi ness elite, there will not ex ist the pos si bil ity of a new black
elite rap idly working themselves into a position of power in the private
sector.

It is im por tant to ask why the whites used their po lit i cal power to ex ploit
the other in hab it ants of South Af rica. Af ter all, they could, 300 years ago,
have started off by at tempt ing to co-op er ate with the oth ers to de velop
South Af rica’s re sources for the good of all. The rea son that they did not do
so, I would sug gest, is that the so ci ety from which they came was an es sen -
tially ex ploit ative one, so that they saw ex ploi ta tion as a nat u ral re la tion -
ship be tween men. In gen eral, one can not dis miss the surge of west ern im -
pe ri al ism, which led to al most to tal global [80] dom i nance, as be ing in some
way ac ci den tal and ex tra ne ous to west ern cul ture. West ern cul ture, as the
lived norms of so ci ety, as op posed to its ‘writ ten’ ex pres sion in Kant or
Marx, Christ or Rus sell, is still ex ploit ative; the norms of west ern so ci ety
are the norms required by the capitalist system for its survival.

This, I think, would be ac cepted by most peo ple, but what one does about
it de pends on whether one sees the will ing ness to ex ploit as be ing part of
hu man na ture, or merely part of one hu man model. If it is part of hu man na -
ture, then it would seem un likely that change will come about in South Af -
rica with out vi o lence since the whites will not stop ex ploit ing vol un tarily.
A pol icy which tries to ex tend po lit i cal rights to blacks in such a way that
the rights will not be used by them to change their eco nomic sta tus (which,
as I un der stand it, is the es sence of Pro gres sive Party pol icy) is not go ing to
solve the ba sic con flict prob lem. On the other hand, if it is not part of hu -
man na ture then it may be that some whites at least may be brought to ac -
cept an other hu man model. It might be pos si ble to show them that they too
suf fer un der apart heid, that it de prives them of im por tant ar eas of ex pe ri -
ence, that fear and cul tural prim i tiv ism go to gether, and that it might be
worth while ex chang ing a high level of con sump tion for com mu nity with
one’s fel lows. That is, it might be pos si ble to per suade them that lov ing
one's neigh bour is more ful fill ing than the pur suit of wealth, which is the
mes sage of the ‘west ern tra di tion’, from Plato to Marx, and is also the
central principle of Christian ethics and of contemporary radical thought. 

This would in volve an at tack on the life-style of the so ci ety, and an at -
tempt, on the cul tural level, to show that there are other pos si ble ways of re -
lat ing to the world and to one’s fel lows. In work ing out the de tails of this
‘coun ter cul ture’ it would be im por tant to look at the hu man model char ac -
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ter is tic of Af ri can tribal so ci et ies. Two im por tant val ues here are a pref er -
ence for lei sure rather than for a higher level of con sump tion, and a wider
sense of family.

A ‘Black Power’ move ment is nei ther a re turn to trib al ism nor a form of
ra cial ism. It is a re fusal to ac cept the pres ent stan dards of ‘white west ern
civili sa tion’ as an ul ti mate, a re fusal to ac cept the right of the whites to lay
down cri te ria of re spon si bil ity or ac cept abil ity in any sphere. The ba sis of
this re fusal is not that they are white, but that their civili sa tion is in ad e -
quate. It is there fore an at tempt to build a better civili sa tion and cul ture, in
which whites also could share, and can there fore tie in with what I have said 
about the ne ces sity for get ting white South Af ri cans to ac cept an al ter na tive 
model of [81] man if they are to play any positive role in the future of South
Africa.

An other im por tant fea ture of con tem po rary rad i cal thought is the at tempt
to work out po lit i cal in sti tu tions for a so cial ist so ci ety. Both par lia men tary
de moc racy (as at pres ent or gan ised) and the so viet model are re jected. It is
ar gued that pres ent forms of par lia men tary de moc racy cen tral ise po lit i cal
power and take it out of the ef fec tive con trol of the peo ple. Five-yearly
elec tions are not an ad e quate check on gov ern ment. When the voter’s only
ma jor in volve ment with gov ern ment is to cast a vote once ev ery five years
he is ef fec tively alien ated from the real po lit i cal pro cess, and de vel ops lit tle 
un der stand ing of the is sues and of their re la tion to his ev ery day prob lems.
The po lit i cal party as me di a tor be tween in di vid ual and gov ern ment tends
to take on the char ac ter is tics of the sys tem it self, the ‘party ma chine’ dom i -
nates the mem ber ship and the rank and file be come in creas ingly di vorced
from the ac tual pol icy-mak ing. The party tends to be come an or gani sa tion
for the achieve ment of po lit i cal of fices for cer tain in di vid u als, rather than a
co-op er a tive ef fort to carry out a co her ent programme to at tain cer tain spe -
cific ends. This af fects po lit i cal cam paign ing in such a way as to re in force
the po lit i cal iso la tion of the in di vid ual. The po lit i cal arena be comes polar -
ised be tween an at om ised mass and a num ber of small groups try ing to ma -
nip u late the mass in or der to get po lit i cal jobs. The re sult of this is to move
the source of power in so ci ety out of the po lit i cal arena and into the con trol
of func tional power groups, for the pol i ti cians have no real power-ba sis in
pop u lar sup port, as op posed to pop u lar ac cep tance. In a cap i tal ist so ci ety
the ma jor func tional power-groups are the eco nomic pow ers. In a so cial ist
so ci ety the cen tral plan ning body would be the ma jor func tional power cen -
tre. Par lia men tary democracy of the type I have described would not be
adequate to control it. There must be other additional centres of power
which can be used by the people to exert their control over the central body.
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The most fre quently sug gested so lu tion to this prob lem is some kind of
work ers’ con trol. The ad van tages of this would be, firstly, that the work ers’ 
con trol of their own fac tory or in dus try gives them a source of power and a
nat u ral or gani sa tion; and, sec ondly, that their in volve ment in the
day-to-day run ning of the busi ness would in crease their aware ness of eco -
nomic and po lit i cal prob lems, and of the re la tion be tween gen eral pol icy
and their own par tic u lar area of ex pe ri ence, and so would pro duce a much
more re spon si ble and aware elec tor ate. Of course there are many de tailed
prob lems to be worked out be fore [82] a work ing model of worker’s con trol
is ar rived at. For the mo ment I merely wish to use it as an ex am ple in or der
to make the point that ‘re spon si bil ity’ is a func tion of de gree of in te gra tion
into the so ci ety’s de ci sion-mak ing pro cesses, and so that it is nec es sary to
work out more ef fec tive ways of achieving this integration than have yet
been put into practice.

Along with the re jec tion of par lia men tary de moc racy as a so lu tion, goes a 
greater will ing ness to use ex tra-le gal and ex tra-par lia men tary meth ods in
the at tempt to bring about change. Vi o lence is only one such method, and
has been ad vo cated or used by a rel a tively small num ber of rad i cals in Eu -
rope or the United States. It has been real ised that power can not be di -
vorced from or gani sa tion, and that or gani sa tion (as dis tinct from an or gani -
sa tion) can only be mean ing ful and last ing when it is re lated to spe cific and
im me di ate prob lems. For ex am ple, in the United States black lead ers have
been or gan is ing ten ants as so ci a tions to take di rect ac tion against slum
land lords. The im por tance of such or gani sa tion is that through it in di vid u -
als learn to co-op er ate, learn that co-op er a tion gives them power to achieve
changes in their en vi ron ment, and learn, through the at tempt to deal with
prob lems, the re la tion be tween their im me di ate prob lems and the wider po -
lit i cal and so cial struc ture. In the pres ent sit u a tion in South Af rica this type
of or gani sa tion is perhaps the only avenue left for fruitful political activity,
on the part of both whites and blacks.

To con clude, I would sug gest that the fol low ing as pects of con tem po rary
rad i cal thought are par tic u larly rel e vant to South Africa:

1. The re jec tion of the ma te ri al is tic hu man model char ac ter is tic of cap i -
tal ism in fa vour of a more open model which is much closer to the Chris tian 
ideal. 

2. The at tempt to re think the po lit i cal prob lems of so cial ism and to go be -
yond the So viet model to wards a par tic i pa tory society.

3. The reali sa tion that to limit one’s ac tions to the in sti tu tion al ised po lit i -
cal arena is self-de feat ing. Po lit i cal ac tiv ity must be ac com pa nied by
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change-ori ented ac tiv ity in all sec tors of so ci ety, in par tic u lar in the cul tural 
sphere, and around peo ple’s daily work and liv ing prob lems. [83]

Seeking change

I would like to ap pend a few gen eral re marks about bring ing about change
in South Af rica. I think that one com mon mis take on the part of peo ple who
con sider this prob lem is to think in terms of ONE method or cause of
change. They then seek this unique fac tor, and de spair when they can not
find it; or when they see it as ‘vi o lence’ and can not bring them selves to be
vi o lent. How ever, there is not one ex clu sive method in volved in bring ing
about change, nor one fac tor in volved in change. Those who say ‘Change
must be brought about by the white elec tor ate’, and those who say ‘Only
the blacks can change South Af rica’ are both wrong. There are a num ber of
dif fer ent forces at work, and one has to sit u ate one’s own ac tiv ity within the 
context of these.

1. Out side pres sure against apart heid. It is very un likely that this will de -
crease in fu ture. As the Af ri can bloc’s eco nomic sig nif i cance grows rel a -
tive to South Af rica’s, its abil ity to per suade Brit ain to take ac tion will in -
crease. The sig nif i cant black elec tor ate in the United States, to gether with
grow ing so cial aware ness there, makes it likely that United States hos til ity
will in crease. This pres sure has a con tin u ing nag ging ef fect on the white
elec tor ate, and in a cri sis sit u a tion it could be crucial if it were suddenly
stepped up. 

2. Gue rilla ac tiv ity in neigh bour ing ter ri to ries. This shows no signs of
abat ing, and if it is suc cess ful, as it could be in the Por tu guese con trolled
ter ri to ries at least, then it will pose an even greater mil i tary threat to a
white-su prem a cist South African government.

3. In ter nal eco nomic prob lems. These, it must be no ticed, can, and prob a -
bly will be solved within the con text of white dom i na tion, bring ing blacks a 
lit tle higher up in the so cial pyr a mid, but not al ter ing the fact that the top of
the pyr a mid is white. How ever, at pres ent the frus tra tion they pro duce for
whites as well as for blacks in jects a cer tain amount of flu id ity into the sit u -
a tion. Also the so lu tion is likely to have the ef fect of in creas ing black bar -
gain ing power by in tro duc ing more blacks into semi-skilled jobs, where the 
po ten tial for or gani sa tion and for strike activity is greater.

4. In creas ing rest less ness among Af ri kaner in tel lec tu als with the fun da -
men tal ism of the authorised ver sion of Af ri kaner na tion al ism. This could
lead merely to their in te gra tion into the more ma te ri al is tic but equally ex -
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ploit ative main-stream of [84] ‘white civili sa tion’, but it could also lead to a
more rad i cal critique of white society.

5. Black pres sure against apart heid will prob a bly find new chan nels for
ex pres sion, in clud ing the kind of or gani sa tional work men tioned ear lier,
and the likely use by blacks of the in sti tu tions of apart heid, such as the Ban -
tu stan gov ern ments and the Col oured Per sons Rep re sen ta tive Coun cil, as
tools for or gan is ing and for bring ing pres sure to bear on the government.
Within this con text there are a num ber of pos si ble and use ful types of ac tiv -
ity. It is un likely that the white elec tor ate can, in vacuo, be per suaded to
‘change heart’. But it is im por tant that they should re act ra tio nally, rather
than ir ra tio nally, to in creas ing pres sure. On the one hand, ra tio nally, they
may de cide to ac cept ever-in creas ing com pro mises, even to ac cept in ter na -
tional su per vi sion, or else to em i grate. On the other hand, they may de cide
to ‘fight un til the blood runs up to their horses’ bits’. Which de ci sion they
make will ob vi ously af fect both the na ture of the pro cess of change and the
struc ture of the new so ci ety. It is there fore vital to continue educational
work among whites.

Within the white group there are a num ber of peo ple who may be brought
to wel come the idea of the new so ci ety, rather than to ac cept it as a lesser
evil. To get such peo ple to ac cept the loss of a priv i leged ma te rial sit u a tion,
it is nec es sary to show them a dif fer ent hu man model. This in volves mak -
ing a rad i cal cri tique of the cul ture, val ues and life-style of white so ci ety in
South Af rica. Peo ple who want to change South Af rica must learn to live
dif fer ently now. As far as whites are con cerned, this does not sim ply mean
be ing nice to their black ser vants. It means re ject ing money-val ues and see -
ing po lit i cal ac tiv ity, the at tempt to re late to one’s neigh bour, as the core of
life, rather than as a spare-time ac tiv ity. Even a rel a tively small num ber of
whites liv ing this way could play an im por tant role in ed u cat ing the elec tor -
ate, who, on a per sonal level, are reach able ex clu sively by whites, and
could also help in other ac tiv i ties. There is con sid er able scope for
small-scale so cial-po lit i cal or gan is ing among the black (Af ri can, Col -
oured, In dian) pop u la tion. It is likely that most of this work can be done
only by blacks. In any event, one of the main purposes of such community
organisation is to encourage local community leadership.

The pro cess of try ing to bring about po lit i cal change is, on one level, a
pro cess of learn ing to live dif fer ently. Com mu nity or gani sa tion work
means peo ple to learn to [85] live dif fer ently with their fel lows, both be -
cause this is a good in it self, and be cause it is the only way in which power
can be equa lised, the only way in which the in sti tu tion ally pow er less can
be gin to gen er ate the power to change their situation.
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