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REFORMISM, POPULISM AND PROLETARIANISM IN URBAN AFRICA

by
Peter C.W. Gutkind

In a paper in 1975 on political consciousness in urban
Africa, my first sentence read as follows:

Within Africa today, two groups, with
irreconciliable differences, confront
each other: the rich and the poor.l

It is a statement which can be made about most of the
world, even of those countries which are said to be socialist,
although perhaps not of those which have opted (for the present
for a radical socialist structure and orientation. It is also,
in a significant and real manner, a condition which appears to
be timeless. Tt is therefore not a new human condition. Yet,
surely, it is also a condition which can be altered; to elimi-
nate oppression and exploitation. Thus the industrial-based
welfare state has attempted to diffuse some of these irrecon-
cilable (economic) differences by legislation which offers some
(if small) measure of protection for the poor. But the circum
stances in the low income countries are rather different. In
the first case, we can only understand what is going on in thes
countries, which contain the greater part of the world's popu-
lation, if we ask a critical question but in a historical frame
of reference: why are these countries so poor and, in our own
ethnocentric and materialistic terms, so "underdeveloped"? We
can supply an answer in purely racial terms, or allow histori-
cal analysis to give us insight. We can say that the people of
the poor nations are both poor and underdeveloped because they
lack initiative, ability, and the "Will to be Modern" and that
they are trapped in a procrustean primordiality. A less racial
explanation might be offered by some liberals who concede that
while the poor nations are the victims of an evolutionary pro-
cess which has shunted them aside, this hardly absolves them
from blame for the circumstances which make them poor. They dc
not accept, we are told all too frequently, the idea of progres
of achievement, and of motivation. They are culture bound and
they lack the ability to "take off".

I do not think this to be a journalistic formulation.
A closer loock at the ideological underpinning of international
relations (between rich and the poor worlds) reveals, in my
view, a neo-Victorian perception of the peoples of Africa, Asic
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and Latin America. The global class system, while rather more
complex today then in the heyday of colonialism, divides the
world not only between the rich and the poor, but also between
the masters and the servants, the powerful and the disadvan—
taged, the technologically superior and the so-called primitive,
and leaders and those (still) to be led. In Canada we speak
of the "two solitudes" (the French-English confrontation), an
apt formulation which can also be used to characterize the un-—
equal relations between the industrial/rich world and the (pri-
marily) subsistence poor world. But let us not labour this
obvious class division.

Poverty has historical roots - conditions and circum—
stances which present themselves with cbvious and clear cbjec—
tivity. Africa is poor for many reasons, a primary reason being
that the continent was and is exploited both in terms of natu-
ral resources and in human ability and contained aspirations.
The roots of these circumstances are deeply embedded in the
history of a small part of the world, that which is known as
the industrial western world. In order to understand this we
must go back to the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries
when an economic and political system was taking root which
came to be known as capitalism. Why is this a necessary point
of departure?

Rather than define what capitalism was or is, its early
forms of primitive accumilation, its later forms of imperialism,
and its present multinational structure, let us briefly enumer-
ate the world wide processes which capitalism has generated
and the unity of structure it has succeeded in creating - and
is still in the process of creating.

Capitalism as an international system, the first wide-
spread economic system in world history and now of respectable
vintage (some 500 years at least), destroyed or transformed a
myriad of local economies and political structures, established
new forms of trade and marketing and encouraged migration of
labour and capital. In doing so the autonomy of local econo-
mies and polities largely disintegrated being replaced by var-
ious forms of dependence and domination under the progressive
hegemonic rule of various western powers themselves frequently
in conflict over the problems associated with attempts to cre-
ate their own version of an international capitalist structure.
However, capitalism from its earliest times continued to coex-
ist withinon-capitalist and peripheral capitalist modes of pro-
duction both at the local, regional and national levels. The
evolution of capitalism, paradoxically, attempted both to over—
come this wnevenness of its spread while at the same time it
deliberately continued its selective operations all over the
world. Thus it has frequently been argued that the unevenness
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of the spread of capitalism was and is an essential and neces-
sary feature of its internal dynamic.

By drawing the countries economically
closer to one another and levelling out
their stages of development, capitalism
operates by methods >f ite own, that is
to say, by anarchist.e methods which
constantly undermine its own work, set
one country against another, and one
brand of industry against another, de-
veloping some parts of the world economy
while hampering and throwing back the
development of others.

Imperialism in particular operated

by such antagonistic methods, such tiger-
leaps and such raids upon backward coun-
tries and areas that the unification and
levelling of world economy [was upset by
it] even more violently and convulsively
than in the preceding epochs.

If one feature of the evolution of capitalism is its
(deliberate) uneven spread, imposition and performance, anothe:
of equal importance is the extraction of surplus-value in the
process of production and, of even greater significance, that
its mode of production determines class relations. By defini-
tion, and certainly in the Marxist tradition, capitalism is
the property (as it were) of a capitalist class which "buys"
the labour of a (once) "free" labour force (although recent
writing has viewed this formulation as a somewhat economistic
interpretation of Marx's views of what constitutes the capital-
ist mode of production). BAs capitalism develops, and repro—
duces itself, as it must, its penetration, the "space" and limr
its it occupies, will vary from country to country, region to
region and continentally. As it reproduces itself, destroys
old economies and creates new (capitalist) ones, the capitalisi
system feeds on the principle of primitive accumilation, i.e.
the process whereby an emerging bourgeoisie appropriates from
the producers the surplus-value they have created thus concen-
trating large amounts of capital in its own hands to be used
again for the further creation of surplus-value. This is a
process which began in the sixteenth century and which we iden-
tify with mercantilism as operated, first, in the "home market'
and later via voyages, exploration and trade with Africa, Asia

The age of the merchants was radically transformed in
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Western Eurcpe towards the end of the eighteenth century with
the onset of the so-called industrial revolution which largely
transformed "merchant capital" into "industrial capital" while
maintaining basically the same (capitalist) social relations

of production. However, this transformation was, probably, of
greater significance for the (by then) colonial people than has
so far been appreciated and documented. The development of in-
dustrial capital heralded the "mature" stage of capitalism.
Further, it almost immediately resulted in the aggressive ex—
pansion of capitalist operations, i.e. the need for both raw
materials and new markets; first within western Europe and
North America and later to the colonies and neo-colonies. This
needed expansion reinforced and eventually conpleted the global
hegemony of the system. Surplus-value was being created at an
accelerated rate leading to over-production and a fall in the
rate of profit; and when that happens capital has no choice but
to seek out new markets. Success or failure produces the famil-
iar "busts" or "booms."

Finally, central to the points raised so far, inherent
in the capitalist system, is the development of "contradictions,"
of alienation, antagonism and class struggle all of which are
part of the normal functioning of the system. The most funda-
mental conflict is between capitalists and workers — and where
there are capitalists, there are workers. As the means of pro-
duction and ownership have progressively concentrated in the
hands of fewer capitalists, more workers (particularly in the
low income countries) have become involved in a class struggle
- a struggle which intensifies as the rate of overexploitation
of the workers (again, particularly in the low income countries)
intensifies in an attempt to maintain profits and markets. In
terms of Marxist theory, this sets in motion the class strug-
gle which is an attempt to alter, totally, existing relations
of production to be replaced by socialism which, it is argued,
allows the true development of the forces of production without
destructive contradictions.

Thus the capitalist system has developed and, it is
confidently predicted, will continue to do so, two mutually ex-
clusive classes - bourgeois and proletarian - particularly in
the low income countries. This dynamic springs from their late
and severely restricted entry into the world econcmy due to
their retarded or late industrialization; their "peripheraliza-
tion" following the complete or partial destruction of their
"natural" economies; the "unequal" terms of trade between the
producers of finished products and the exporters of raw materi-
als; the consequences of widely fluctuating commodity prices
(which only the oil producers have been able to control); the
severe recessions of the late 1920s and 1930s and now of the
1970s; the tight control over the export of contemporary tech-
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nology; and, perhaps as significant as any of these, the mas-
sive and mounting problem of unemployment.

While the formation of these mutually exclusive classes
is going on apace (although subject to considerable modifica—
tions - and interpretations - in western capitalism3), the ques
tion of class consciousness and class actions through class
struggle is another and rather more complex, but certainly not
unresolvable, issue. While I think it to be beyond question
that in Africa we can quite clearly identify two "an sich"
classes (those contained within the same objective condition,
the rich and the poor), there is same doubt how clear the class
struggle has revealed itself, i.e. the "fur sich" classes. In-
deed few writers have brought the much needed degree of clarity
to the question of class in Africa, alﬂxoughthereamverymr
portant exceptions.4 Failure to came to grips with the problen
atic of class formation in Africa (the historical processes in
Asia and Latin America have produced a more definitive situa-
tion) is due in part to the absence of in-depth historical ana-
lysis of the continent. It is only recently that a) we have
concentrated on the early pre-colonial, economic and polltlcal
history of Africa, b) have rejected some standard premises and
assumptions about African societies in general such as that
these societies were undifferentiated internally, kinship di-
rected, technologically, economically and ideationally "simple.
Furthermore, it is not infrequently argued that a) the "state"
was at best rudimentary, or totally absent in Africa - we know
too little of the "early empires" (and their contacts) to fit
them into a generalized system of political evolution, b) that
socio-economic class formation is the unique product of complex
societies (which for long have been internally differentiated
along religious lines, the distribution of skills, wealth and
education, ascription or achievement) and in parl:.lmﬂar in more
recent — perhaps two hundred years - industrialized societies;
hence c) class formation and (Marxism) analyses (in particular)
are "imports" into Africa which when a?hed can only lead to
making the data "fit" an alien theory.” I believe that enough
has now been written a) to indicate that the (Marxian) model of
political economy can be usefully applied even to pre-colonial
Africa,b and b) there is surely no longer ang question of its
applicability under contemporary conditions,/ although same so-
cial anthropologists have raised serious doubts preferring to
analyse problems raised by the unequal distribution of wealth
and obvious hierarchization leading to unequal access to power
andresourcesmlessthandynarmctems (such as the present
emphasis on cognitive structures).8

Certainly, there is no question that the pre-indepen-
dence struggles, the contemporary civil African state system,
or the structure and operation of the military state, reveal a
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close fit to Marxian propositions. But we can go much further
than this, and see the implications for class and political
consciousness, if we concentrate on the present internal struc—
ture of the African economies and cn their external relations
with the world system as a whole. There seems no doubt that
primitive accumilation continues as the main objective of var—
ious types of bourgeoisie anxious to appropriate surplus-value,
to make their skills available to externally-controlled capital,
and to take control of the state apparatus whether it be social-
ist or capitalist in its objectives and organization. It is
no longer contested that the civil service salariat, the pro—
fessionals, merchants and traders feed on the state, while the
rural and urban poor are largely left to their own devices.

All this takes place in essentially only peripherally capital-
ist African societies which, over the past hundred and fifty
years, have been brutally cut from their economic, political,
social and ideational anchorages while searching for a foothold
in a world unwilling to let them move up the ladder. 0ld modes
of production, and their concamitant social relationships, al-
beit in much distorted form and function, may exist alongside
the capitalist contenporary mode of production. Highly capi-
talized industry has developed (such as oil refineries, iron
and steel complexes or car assembly plants) in stark isolation
and making only inconsequential use of wage labour. Diversifi-
caticn cf naticnal eccnomies has simply not taken place as mono-
economies (producing for an uncertain world market) still pre—
dominate. Mines, railways and docks have either not increased
their labour force during the last ten to fifteen years, or
actually have reduced their employment very substantially.
Those laid coff have ncwhere to go while at the same time schocl
leavers from various levels of the educaticnal system can ex-
pect nothing more than a take-off into sustained unemployment
and poverty. Those who aoquire skills in industry or as arti-
sans may well eventually comprise a labour aristocracy - al-
though this is presently debated.? Capitalism, if defined in
terms of constant reinvestment to meet the demands of an ex—
panding market, is clearly not operative in Africa (and cnly
minimally sc even in Scuth Africa), nor has cheap labour pre-
vented sore capital intensive developments using relatively
advanced prcduction methods.

while the economic, social and political ingredients
for class struggle exist in the post-independent African state,
they have not manifested themselves explicitly.1l0 Yet much the
same can be said of the rich industrial countries where con-
certed demands by workers, rather than an overt class struggle,
has led to an increased standard of living rather than the end
of the capitalist mode of production. To be sure we can point
to a few African countries which, for the present, have chosen
the socialist model for transformaticn. But where this is so




30

a sustained effort in that direction remains problematic. In
such countries the abolition of the private ownership of the
means of production (by no means complete) has been replaced

by state capitalism rather than state socialism. In either
case Shivji is probably correct in saying that the "silent clas:
struggle" rages everywhere. The questicn is when will the si-
lence end and the demonstrations, riots and insurgence begin?

I doubt whether we can answer the question until such a
time when we know a great deal more about the history, struc-
ture and ideology of the African working class and the bour-
geoisie; until we know far more about pre-colonial and colonial
history; until we have nore precisely analysed African reactions
to the incorporation of the continent into the world capitalist
system. Had Africa not been colonized, exploited and oppressed,
what eccnomic system(s) might we now expect to find, and which
social classes might have evolved in what relationship to one
another? In the absence of solid documentary records, it will
be difficult to obtain clear answers to such questions. We
nust avoid historical speculation while we must also reject a
narrow empiricism.

However we must always avoid abstracting whatever prob—
lem we select for detailed study from its major context, namely
that the continent was drawn into a particularly nefarious eco-
nomic and political order. Under the influence of that system
gocial formations were dominated by capitalist marketing linked
to an international economy. Yet the peripheral capitalism
which evolved very unevenly penetrated African societies, a
fact which is sometimes put forward to help explain Africa's
present underdevelopment. After all Marx did insist that the
transition from feudalism (in Europe and Asia rather than Afri-
ca) to capitalism might be treated as a "progressive force."
Modern industrial and agricultural capitalism has been blocked
in most "Third World" countries.l2 Yet the boundaries of the
system have for a considerable time encompassed the world and
even the peripheral areas were and are essential to its func-
tioning and survival. The characteristics of the system, a
particular mode of production and particular social relations
of production, meet the essential requirement of universality
and (historical) specificity yet allow for some variability,
i.e. older modes coexist alorgside contemporary capitalist modes
and likewise their social relationships.

As a system, the capitalist mode of production is geared
towards a market and maximizes profits by appropriation of
surplus-value. The market principle dominates - production is
supreme and decision making flows from the specifics of the
capitalist mode of production. Who does what, where, when and
for whom becomes the most critical internal dynamic of capital-.
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ism. It is this which leads to the internal contradictions and
antagonisms which range from the problems created by overpro-
duction to the sharing out of spheres of control, marketing
and pricing. Thus the conflict, whatever form it takes, ro-
tates around resources, markets and owrers end producers. Sim-
plistic as this formulation might appear, it is the key to our
understanding when analyzing class formation in Africa and the
potential of class struggle on that continent. For socialism
to take over, for it to be successful at all levels of its
penetration, it must totally replace capitalism and become, as
its predecessor, a world system. Because this is not yet the
case, various forms of consciousness end activism exist.

I have devoted some space to setting out (too briefly
and hence likely too didactically) what I consider an essential
and critical baseline; to place into a historical, conceptual
and systemic context the formation of Africa's class structure.
This structure is, in my view, fashioned explicitly by the na-
ture of colonialism which, quite simply and without wariation,
created two antagonistic classes: the ruled and the rulers, an
almost caste-like separation further reinforced by racialism.
But due to the umevenness of capitalist penetraticn, the class
structure of the colonial and post-colonial cowmtries is far
from the same; hence political and class consciousness, reform—
ism, populism and proletarianism will vary. Internal differ—
ences are likely to be significant. Rural-urban balances and
ratios will differ, as will the degree of commercialization/
industrializaticn; much will depend on the specifics of commod-
ity production and export (let us say the export of cotton
versus oil). Much will depend on the duration of exposure to
western capitalism (let us say coastal West Africa versus ccast-
al East Africa), the conditions and forms of reproduction of
a) peasantry/subsistence farmers and b) various types of bour-
geoisie. Transformation has created intermediate and transi-
tional types; nore stagnant economies and some intermediate
ones (let us say Liberia versus the Ivory Coast or Nigeria).
Hence the former are umlikely to have a true industrial prole-
tariat, while the latter can identify a significant number of
urban wage or self employed workers. While some African coun-
tries claim to have socialist parties, none have working class
parties which constrains working class protest. Socialist
goverrments, or those aiming in that direction, will attempt
to forge a symbolic relationship between peasant/farmers and
urban workers (as in Tanzania, for example); more truly peri-
pheral-capitalist countries will reveal a huge chasm between
rural and urban workers but, generally, exploit beth with e
qual vindictiveness - although peripheral capitalism is nmore
likely to step up the rate of exploitation of the peasantry and
in doing so create a landless and shifting rural proletariat
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as in much of Latin America and parts of Asia. In other coun—
tries the development of exportable products has created a
peasant bourgeoisie (a predictable by-product of the "green
revolution" for example). Thus, as the conditions are far from
homogeneous, class alliances are not only shifting but usually
of short duration. When they do occur they may not follow a
predictable direction but are joined on pragmatic grounds and
hence susceptible to contest and conflict. Furthermore, the
mechanisms of imperialism, divide and rule, the concentration
on "tribe," ethnicity, language and religious divisions, pit-
ting rural against urban workers, apart from outright physical
repression, are all obstacles in the way of alliances and class
assertion. Prolonged peasant rebellions, as those in Europe, -
Asia and Latin America, are rather rare in Africa-—although rural
protest to seek reformist concessions (rather than radical sys-
temic transformation) and carried along by a populist ideology,
have taken place and will continue to manifest themselves. How
then should we look at political and class consciousness? It
is to this question that we must now turm.

Capital accumilation, primitive or advanced, surplus-
value appropriation, pre-capitalist or capitalist modes of
production and labour reproduction, all take place in urban as
in rural space. Urban structure, particularly African towns
and cities tracing their origins back to the era of imperial-
ism/colonialism, is bound to reflect the colonial mode of pro—
duction - and its related division of labour. Harvey, in his
book Social Justice and the City, has this to say:

The eity and urbanism can therefore
funetion to stabilize a particular
mode of production (they both help to
create the conditions of the self-
pverpetuation of that mede). But the
eity must also be the locus of the
aceunulated eontradicetions and there-
fore the likely birthplace of a new
mode of production. Historiecally,
the eity appears to have variously
functioned as a pivot around which a
given mode of production is organized,
as a centre of vrevolution against the
established order, and as a centre of
power and grivilege (to be revolted
against).l

If this conceptualization is correct class relations
and the class struggle are extant in and of substance in urban
areas, although this is not to suggest that the exploitation
of urban labour is any more severe than that faced by rural
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workers. However, we should not forget that urban workers are
primarily wage workers, although the balance between them and
the self employed will vary from town to town, and over time.
Yet few would contest the premise that wage workers occupy a
particular class position in both metropolitan capitalist and
peripheral capitalist countries. Whether urban African wage
workers are also proletarianized, even if we consider them to
be proletarians, is another matter, although I believe we
should accept the view that they are but in manner different
from western, Asian or Latin American workers. Thus it would
follow that their latent and manifest class and political con-
sciousness is also likely to differ as well as their class ac-
tions. Perhaps more important than any differences with urban
workers elsewhere, the dynamic of class formation, consciousness
and action in urban Africa, is that

the wage earning class 18 continually
tnvolved in developing and refining
those organizations which reflect a
growing class consciousness determined
by their consistently subordinate rela-
tionship to the industrial mode of
production. (Class based acts are) not
to be seen as an isolated experience
under exceptional ecircumstances...more
tmportantly (they are to be treated as
an) overt manifestation of on-going
socio-politieal processes.

This, it seems to me, defines for us both a clear con-
dition (i.e. proletarians) as well as a process (proletariani-
zation). Likewise, as there are various types of bourgeoisie
(military, administrative, professional and commercial - col-
lectively the "ruling groups"), we would also expect that the
formation of the proletariat, and proletarianization, bears
some determinate relationship to the objectives and strategies
(both of which will vary over time) of the ruling class(es),
for it is this class which determines the exact nature of the
appropriation of surplus-value, wages, working conditions and,
perhaps most significant, when and what alliances will be tol-
erated - if any.

Furthermore, the processes of class formation (of "de-
velopment" and so-called "modernization" both aptly described
as "developmentalism"), surely follow very different patterns
and sequences in Africa compared to Eurcpe and North America.
Hence we can, again, expect different manifestations of con-
sciousness. While in Europe and North America we can document
a transition from small scale (initially) agriculture to (pre-
sently) very large scale industry, and a very large wage earn—
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ing class, in Africa, Asia and Latin America urbanization has
taken place with little or no industrialization. What indus-
trialization there is is of the extractive kind for export
rather than manufacturing. While this has created a signifi-
cant wage labour force in relation to the population as a whole,
only a small number are permanently employed skilled and semi-
skilled workers. Thus the conceptual problem (posed by same
scholars) whether an African working class exists is merely a
mystification; the issue is not its existence but its size; not
its consciousness which, by definition as an exploited and
humiliated people it has always had, but its manifestations, not
its proletarianism but its specific expression and, like its
counterpart anywhere, not its homogeneity but its internal di-
visions (be these ethnic, linguistic, religious, cultural and,
certainly with such groups as the white-collar workers, econaomic
differences). Africa's proletariat (be it "proto" of other-
wise) comprises the vast majority of the population: underpaid
workers be they farmers or urban workers, producers rather than
owners. Not least of the conceptual problems is the relation-
ship of the Africans working class to those above and those
below them (the abject poor). Peter Waterman, whose thoughts

I have briefly paraphrased above, sets out these relationships
as follows:

The process that in Europe produced a

mass working class also simplified social
relations in another way, by producing

a fairly homogeneous eclass of industrial-
finaneial-commereial eapitalists that came
to dominate economically and soceially,

and inereasingly to control the state.

The relationship of confliet between la-
bor and capital became the social and
political issue, and it remains so today.
The lack of a thorough-going industriali-
zation in the Third World means that a
comparable simplification of social strue-
tures and social relations has not in gen-
eral occurred. The new working elase finds
itself subordinate not to one ruling class,
but to eonflicting capitalist and feudal
elasses (Ethiopia, Thailand) or such "mod-
erniaing elites" as capitalists, bureau-
erats, and politieians who have not yet
coalesced into a stable power bloe. The
erude exhibition of great wealth and power
by the dominant strata does tend to alien-
ate the working class from them. But this
ig not true of the middle elass of teachers,
clerks, students, and professionals. The
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faet that many of the Latter are them-
gselves wage (or salary) earners and
that they have skills (literacy in the
offieial national language, legal or
financial expertise) which the workers
lack lead the workers to some kind of
dependence on them. But, while the
middle strata might themselves be wnion-
1zed and have some considerable inter-
ests in common with the workers, they
have their own speeifie class-like in-
terests and may abandon the workers if
and when they achieve these.l5

From this Waterman concludes, as I do, that

These features create obstacles to the
development of the kind of consciousness
that could be considered appropriate to
its (the working class) present situation
and condition as well as necessary to
overcome it. Non-consciousness of class
18 not, of course, confined to Third World
workers, but the extent and variety of
"other-consciousness'” is much greater than
in industrialized or post capitalist
countries.15

Why "other-consciousness"?

Because they either have a pre-working class
origin, or express the direct interests of
non-working class strata, and in neither

ease can they be shown to serve the long-
term interest of workers as a permanent class
...one is not talking about a thing so much
as a process. There are, in fact, differ-
ent levels of consciousness which are yet
distinetly working class. And one can also
identify a process of development or es-
calation, occurring either gradually or
explosively, from a low to a high level.
Reverse processes are also possible. (Emphasis
is mine, P.C.W.G.)1T

Waterman concludes somewhat eliptically but I think correctly:

Despite complexity and ambiguity (the
latter, I think, is revealed by him as
much as by the situation he analyses),
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I see a determinate process oceurring

in the Third World. This is the develop-
ment of the one necessary modern class.

It is obvious that modernization demands
industrialization and that industrializa-
tion demands workers...we cannot conceive
industry rmm without workers! If modern-
ization in the Third World means the over-
coming of Mao's "Three Great Differences"
(mental and manual labour, large-seale in-
dustrial and small-scale agricultural pro-
duction, town and country) then it must also
imply the inereasing number and power of
the working class, inecluding the self-trans-
formation of the peasamtry into an agro-
industrial working class. Should this not
oceur, the countries of the Third World will
either remain in a stagnating or worsening
sttuation, as in India, or imitate the in-
egalitarian, violent and increasingly crisis-
ridden pattern of the industrialized west,
as in Singapore and Hong Kong.l8

Waterman, like others, raises the possibility that a
proto— (semi or lumpen) proletariat may persist for a consider-
able time. While this is not a pleasant prospect (both in
terms of the appalling conditions of work, wages, of casual la-
bour, retrenchment or prolonged unemployment, as well as the
possibility that discontent and protest is captured by right
wing and fascist leaders), it might well be the necessary con-
dition to bring into being a more consistent and radical con—
sciousness. Capitalists, i.e. the rich world, seem quite pre-
pared to gamble with time as well as with various seductive de-
vices such as the "trickle effect," or the more standard tech-
nique of cooptation of successive waves of radical leaders.
While in Europe and North America attempts have been almost
successful in absorbing large slices of the proletariat into
the bourgeoisie, the late start of the low income countries,
and the determination not to allow heavy industrialization to
take place (presumably capitalists deplore the success of Japan)
make this scenario rather unlikely.l19

Intensive urbanization will of course continue creating
an ever larger "informal sector" which can only be viewed as
symptamatic of peripheral capitalism, encouraging further mar-
ginalization20 and intensification of the modern-traditional
dichotomy (involving a linear theory of change which must be
rejected). In recent years, much attention has been paid to
the structure of the informal sector (sametimes also labelled
the "murkly sector") and its relationship to the "formal" sec-
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tor. Indeed there are those who have suggested that the in-
formal sector has considerable earning and employment poten-
tial.2l Clearly many western economists consider whatever po-
tential there is in the informal sector sufficiently adequate
to meet the needs of the low income people! Yet Weeks has
pointed to the contradictions in neo-colonial capitalism be-
cause of its failure to develop a "strategy seeking to repro-
duce a westermn consumer economy."22 While the west wants such
a consumer society, like its own, it will not allow a wide-
spread development of competitive centers of production unless
they show total subservience to the west - as in Singapore,
Hong Kong and South KForea. Thus it is hardly speculation to
suggest that by the end of this century tens of millions will
be unemployed or at best enjoy little more than casual, sporad-
ic or "informal sector" employment. We must assume that those
who have no opportunity to work cannot purchase much either!
Faced with such predicaments it really would be naive to in-—
sist that class struggles were not in the cards, for it seems
rather unlikely that masses of unemployed will accept peace-
fully further suffering - the victims of "urbanization without
industrialization."23

The problem of urban absorption, not to mention job
creation, will influence much of the political life of the low
incame countries in the next few years. A statement such as
this will be treated as less trite when it is realized that
the urban population of the world (living in centers of 20,000
and above) will grow by 1,326 million to 2,336 million between
1970 and the year 2000 — and that 972 million will drift into
the towns and cities of the low incame (so—called "Third World")
countries. Only a radical transformation of the world econamic
order might facilitate such countries coping with problems of
this magnitude. How much room is there, we might ask, to ab-
sorb more rural migrants into the fabric of urban life, into
self-employment, into family-centered and small scale enter-
prises, or into the contemporary corporate production sector?
Even illegal earning opportunities have a limited absorption
capacity! The alleged elasticity of the informal sector has
been overestimated no doubt because bourgeois models of "de-
velopment" treat this sector as an opportunity for urbanites
to work out their limited achievement motivations. Its rela-
tionship to the formal sector is merely to make a labour re-
serve readily available.

I indicated above that it would be surely the height of
naivete to assume that the unemployed, the poor (rural or ur-
ban) , the semi-skilled who cannot find jobs, or the primary
school leavers, would simply roll over, as it were, and dis-
appear out of sight. Silence or inaction should not be inter-
preted as a sign of acquiescence, today as in the past.
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People faney that when all's quiet that
all's stagnating. Propagandism is going
on for all that. It's when all's quiet
that the seed's a-growing. Republicans
and Socialists are pressing their doc-
trines.24

2n even greater error would be the view that political
and class consciousness of the African urban worker is of re-
cent origin and as such has not filtered deeply into his ranks.
Recent publications by van Onselen, Phimister, Hooker, Hender-
son, Harris and MacKenzie, among others, testify how daep and
substantial the roots of workers' msclmmessarez

To what degree African workers are alienated from and
by their social environments is a question about which we still
know very little. On the whole the conventional view prevails
that what alienation they experience in the work, or non-work,
situation is mediated by the embrace of kin and ethnic group.
While we cannot put this anchorage aside, as it is situation-
ally rather than structurally important for same workers, it
is also a cosy illusion which has been propagated by anthropo-
logists whose views are sametimes conveniently adopted by
others when it suits their conception of what change and trans-
formation is all about. To assume that African workers who
suffer as a result of their exploitation are not alienated (from
whatever that something is, so to speak) is to withdraw into
racial argmmtsmdcastsudlwox:kersasthedullrecipimts
of oppressive econamic and political dispensations. While the
African gmletarz.at might not yet be progressive in action and
outlook,4® this should not lead us to the opposite conclusion
that they are heart happy folks to whom sex and dance matter
more than aspirations for themselves and their children.

Such views are usually based on the premise that same
form of econamic and political integration can be achieved
which will allow for a measure of upward mobility and political
participation within a system of controls which can diffuse
any revolutionary forces - with or without outside help. What
has not received adequate treatment so far is how the work
situation influences and defines the African urban worker's
political consciousness. When strike action takes place (local
rather than national) it reveals not only perceived injustices
by workers of their subordinate situation, but also their abil-
ity to organize (and to be organized) into a entity with clear
class identity.27 There can be no effective strike action
without a considerable measure of class consciousness -~ however
recent the proletariat and whatever their (narrow) ethnic or
kin ties. Nor does it follow that strong rural ties are an
impediment to workers' militancy, although same studies of
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voting behaviour do suggest that industrial workers are rather
more militant than recently arrived unskilled migrants (see Nel-
son, op. cit., 1969). Certainly, we would expect to find sig-
nificant differences between the lower stratum of workers only
partially proletarianized, and generally outside of the wage
structure, and wage workers in the middle and upper strata who
have made a more complete break with rurality maintaining only
limited, yet important social and not infrequently economic,
links with the rural areas. While this latter strata has esta-
blished avenues of organized protest, the former lack these
channels and must either use what avenues others have established,
hire themselves out as a spearhead for the protests by others

(2 common view of what an "opportunistic" lumpen will do), or
create networks of patrons who help them along. More often than
not we seem to detect a group consciousness rather than a class
consciousness; a factory consciousness rather than a "fur sich"
consciousness; and ambiguous consciousness, leaning at one time
to the immediate group of kin and friends and at another time

to a wider collectivity. But over time there does appear to e-
merge a more inclusive class sentiment which is revealed in the
occasional general strike, or in joint action by two or more
important occupational groups such as miners, railway and dock-
workers (as in 1961 in Ghana and Nigeria in 1964). Of course
we have examples of very concerted and unified action in the im-
mediate pre-independence period. But as the literature cited
indicates, such events as the Copperbelt strikes of 1935 and
1940 were highly significant even before unionization was as ex-
tensive as it is today among key occupational groups.

It is these strata of the African working class which can
be linked to various forms of consciousness. In an earlier pa-
per28 T drew a distinction between reactive consciousness (on
subsequent consideration not a particularly suitable label) seek-
ing a revolutionary and total system transformation. T think it
is clear that the consciousness and activism of African urban
workers has to date been restricted to the former despite the
appearance of socialist and radical revolutionary regimes in A-
frica which cast themselves, at least in their propaganda, as
workers' states, such as Algeria and Congo (Brazzaville). In
such states protest and strike action are generally not permit-
ted as workers are told that they are the state and the state
has provided and organizational framework for the expression of
grievances. Thus the socialist state not only encourages work-
ers to work toward the elimination of a rural/peasant and urban/
proletarian division, but also toward a unified national con-
sciousness untarnished by ethnic polarization but vigilant in
its opposition to bourgeois ideologies. The radical state is
both liberator and developer, yet great emphasis is given to
cooperative and commnitarian models of transformation. In less
radical states a "mixed" economy is standard, giving considera-
ble freedom to various forms of private enterprise — from self-
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enployment to the firm. While the radical state emphasizes
ity of the nation (Samalia), the conservative, and reformist-
minded state, gives same freedom to important ethnic seqgments
(Nigeria).

All political movements claim that their roots and sup-
port rest, to different degrees, in "popular sentiments,"
grass roots swell of support for ideologies and political and
economic strategies. As such, populism exists, of course, a—
cross the spectrum of right to left. It is therefore possible
to speak of reactionary and radical forms of populism. Alike,
the basic premise of a populist appeal appears to involve the
lower strata of a population which gives the false impression
that populism is left-leaning when in practice it can be bru-
tally authoritarian - as in fascism and Nazism. Most commonly,
populism is associated with a mass party, yet a distinct popu-
list appeal can often be made by small splinter and fringe poli-
tical movements — as the Western Guards and Britain's National
Front who say that they "speak for the people."

In the low income countries, the presence or absence of
populism is closely related to a complex of circumstances which
are rooted in the colonial nature of most of the countries which
have been labelled "underdeveloped." Not least of these impor-
tant featu:es;stherolemchlocallamplaysmthegeneral
political arena. Thus populism only rarely springs from a broad
national support (as district from the pre-independence nation—
alism), but more often from sectional (such as ethnic) interests
and pressures.

The appeal of populism, while generally identified with
the rural areas, does not fall on deaf ears among African urban
workers. Thus Adrian Peace speaks of "populist militants" (in
regard to workers in Lagos) and that the proletariat has

the organizational eapacity and resolve
to oppose firmly those actions of the
ruling groups which they consider to be
most iniquitous, 'populist' in that they
thus express through their class actions
general grassroots sentiments of strong
antagonism to the existing order.?29

But whether it is "ethnic nationalism" or a more broad-
ly based class sentiment, will vary not fraom country to country
but from one situation to another. Aggrieved workers may turn
to their trade unions, or spontaneously create their own ad hoc
organization to present their specific demands - forging a tem-
porary unity which breaks up once their goals have been achieved,
or their mission has failed. Political parties may enter the
fray on one side or another either to support the workers, to



41

repress them, or diffuse potentially dangerous situations.
Protests and strikes are not always indicative that the class
struggle has commenced or is being continued. More often than
not protest reveals the fragile structures which brought work-
ers together. This, however, should not detract us fram the
basic premise that workers' actions should be treated as an
encounter between producers and appropriators. It is in this
confrontation that populist, reformists, and revolutionary i-
deologies have their origin. But populism is not merely the
"will" of the poor and the proletariat. Each class has its
particular grievances which can be distilled into a popular
sentiment - be it Bonapartism, Poujadism or McCarthyism.

A large range of meanings obfuscate a precise defini-
tion of the term. BAs such it is more appropriate to lock at
processes and conditions which generate certain reactions.

Most African workers, in my view, form a true proletariat yet
their consciousness is situational rather than an expression

of a clear understanding of their class position and of the
need to engage in the class struggle. This, for the present,
leads them to seek reformist rather than radical transformation.
Yet the stage of their current political consciousness does not
exclude that they will and do reject being conned and deluded
by populist leaders whom they suspect of being in league with
the ruling strata. Populist movements and ideas fail if they
do not deliver and meet the aspirations of those who make de-
mands - and African workers, alongside African farmers, are
making progressively the kinds of demands which require the re-
jection of traditionality and all those structures which contri-
bute to their exploitation, for they know that it is their la-
bour which creates the goods and services of which only a small
part is returned to them.

Neither reformism nor a false consciousness, which
populism tends to generate, can ever sustain the strategies to
overthrow neo-colonial capitalism. The stress must be upon
solidarity rather than upon an awareness of those forces which
divide workers, while at the same time not ignoring the tensions
between various societal elements as an understanding of these
determines the appropriate strategies of change. African work-
ers' consciousness is not enhanced if they find themselves
trapped in the "false decolonization" Fanon spoke of. Nor will
African workers achieve their liberation if they fall prey to
a populism which emanates from a new class of external agen-
cies.

The key to our understanding of various forms of class
and political consciousness inwolves a systematic analysis of
the capitalist mode of production, and the appropriation of
surplus-value and workers' reactions to this. Future research
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must therefore concentrate on the specific niche in the econo-
mic system occupied by various strata and occupational group—
ings of African workers. Such an analysis provides the frame-
work and explanation of why some workers are reformist in orien-
tation while others seek more radical action; why some follow
shallow populist appeals and others reject such. It is this
framework which is used to creative effect by Saul and Worsley.3l
To illustrate this Saul quotes the following passage from Kil-
son:

The term 'modernization' refers to those
social relationships and economic and
technological activities that move a so-
ecial system away from the traditional
state of affairs in which there is little
or no 'soeial mobilization' among its
members. More specifiecally, the term
'modernization' refers essentially to
those peculiar socio-economic institu-
tions and political processes necessary
to establish a cash nexus, in the place
of a feudal or socially obligatory sys-
tem, as the primary link relating people
to each other, and to the social system,
in the production of goods and services
and in their exchangé.32

Saul goes on to suggest that a distinction might use-
fully be made between a "commmalistic" and an "individualistic"
response, the former "defending the traditional unit of solid-
arity, at the first impact of capitalism" while the latter is
"essentially market oriented, defending itself against the
further 'rationalization' of an expansive capitalism." It has
been the theme of a nurber of my own papers that this is the
substance of the transition from a reformist to a socialist-
radical political consciousness. The transition is slow and
does not exclude reversals, in part because of the unevenness
of the capitalist penetration, and also because the neo—colonial
African state uses various techniques of repression or coopta-
tion to channel class consciousness and resistance in a speci-
fic direction. As we indicated earlier, it is this unevenness
of penetration, and, hence, the umevenness of the decay of the
traditional econamic and political order, which spins off, as
it were, different responses to the transformation taking place.
There will be those workers or farmers who will slide easily
into opportunities provided by training and the acquisition of
skills to became an indispensible part of capitalist production
and perhaps even nove up into the category of intermediaries -
a new class of technocrats or rich farmers filling up the top
ranks of state or private sectors. Their influence is likely
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to be out of proportion to their numbers but they soon will £ill
the few higher strata slots which are available.

For the vast majority of African workers, mostly rural
born and lacking skills, the acquisition of which has been de-
nied to them, class and political consciousness finds expres-
sion in the daily hunt for jobs outside factory gates, construc—
tion sites or in the bazaar areas. I have tried to capture this
consciousness with two samewhat journalistic phrases, the "Ener-
gy of Despair" and the "Anger of Despair."”32a I have further
tried to indicate that the anger of despair appears to lead to
a greater degree of class consciousness. Yet I am also mindful
of the evidence which suggests that a unilinear development is
not involved. Some of the most frustrated workers who express
strong views nevertheless may see their hopes realized if they
can find a willing patron, while others will give their loyalty
to whomever appears to them to offer the greatest hope for
bringing about better times.

Clearly some categories of workers are in trades and cc-
cupations which have been unionized for a good many years, such
as mineworkers, railway workers and dockworkers, or such (guild)
trades as dyers, leatherworkers, carvers or silversmiths. Such
workers are likely to develop a common solidarity and are often
the nost class conscious, perhaps also because their occupation-
al stability is generally high. I cammot find any evidence to
the contrary that such workers are not an "an sich" class; in-
deed they often reveal that they have turned the cormer and
demonstrate an understanding of what is demanded of them in a
class struggle.

In his book on The Third World, first published in 1964,
Worsley suggested that "the African worker does not work to a
rhythm dictated by a noving belt." Even in 1964 this was less
than an accurate statement, although there were few such work-
ers (outside of South Africa) who worked on Detroit-like assem—
bly lines. Yet today such assembly lines do exist. He also
was of the opinion then that Africa had few genuine industrial
workers - also less than accurate if we take into account mining
operations in Ghana, Nigeria, Zambia and elsewhere. He also
came to the observation that while "adjustment to the demands
of factory work is relatively easily made," he fell for the
anthropologists' mystification that the "accommadation to the
nultlfg:srlous demands of a new city culture is much more diffi-
calt.!

We can then, I think, identify three types of conscious-
ness among African urban workers: the reformist, the populist -
progressive or conservative, and true proletarianism. The Afri-
can worker who seeks reformist objectives is likely to empha—
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size gradual and incremental change covering wages, working con-
ditions and security of employment. He seeks fair but not pri-
vileged treatment. Generally he has a strong self-interest and
may have limited interest in and linkages to trade unions. Many
are in commercial rather than industrial employment and may see
themselves as moving into better white collar jobs. Yet many
industrial workers also will make only limited demands and, if
unionized, the leaders will use constitutional channels and
established negotiating machinery. While "reformists" may throw
out challenges to the rich, and attack "the system," they will
onlyreactsharplylftlﬁirstaﬂardsaresenomlythreatened
Solidarity among them is situational; they come together when

the situation demands it, such as when wage comuissions332 are
set up and pressures are likely to achieve policies more fa—
vourable to the workers. Union leaders will tend to be reform
minded and press for "enlightened" policies, and economic de—
mands will take priority over political pressures. Production—
ist policies will also be emphasized yet not wholly at the ex-
pense of a consumptionist orientation. A reformist orientation
does not emphasize workers' control or participation, in part
because many workers consider it important to establish patron-
client relationships — although this is a device used by many
workers wherever they stand on the class and political spec-
trum. 34 However, by and large reformist sentiments are pro—
gressively identified more with the rural population of farmers,
although agricultural wage labours have repeatedly shown a con—
siderable militancy though often lacking sustaining pressure.

Class and political consciousness which is shaped by
populist appeals must be seen in the context of a broader poli-
tical matrix as such appeals spring from a specific state struc-
ture, the operation of political parties, the force of national-
ism and rural-urban relationships.

Populist ideologies can be radical-progressive and demo—
cratic, or radical-conservative and authoritarian. Workers'
attitudes and actions may be a manifestation of either in dif-
ferent contexts and at different times. Thus African workers
can support or oppose socialist leaders or capitalist employers;
they can be part of a mass-based party or be restricted to a
dissenting group; they can give their support to trade unions
or vandalize their offices and break up their meetings. They
might be employed, casual workers or unemployed; they can be
recent migrants or longer established urbanites and they may
follow populist leaders or suspect them of being conmen and
swindlers. A consciousness of class, teased out of workers
by a leader with charasmatic powers, can bring workers togeth-
er from vardous strata within the working class just as much ..
as it can keep them divided, nost often on ethnic grounds.
ILocal as well as national strikes can be organized on the basis
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of "the popular will" of a people or segment of the workers.
Thus the populist appeal can strike at anytime, to meet most
any economic and political situation, and involve any worker
in any occupation and at any level of the class hierarchy. 1Is
it then a useful concept to apply?

While it may be difficult to define (but perhaps less
so when analyzing rural protest), many African leaders try to
develop a populist perspective believing that there is such a
condition as mass popular sentiment and aspirations. This leads
them to give essentially simple answers and promises to com—
plex questions and problems. We must therefore see populism,
as indicated earlier, in the context of what fathers it: the
enormous inequality between the rich and the poor, the uncer—
tain future of African workers, their limited mobility to in-
crease their status, the fear of retrenchment, the massive un-
employment, the instability of political regimes, military rule
which restricts freedom of expression, widespread corruption
which invariably follows reformist promises which remain unful-
filled, acute shortages of basic commodities, high rates of in-
flation, housing shortages and high rents. Such conditions
make a populist appeal easy and only the most perceptive work-
ers will be able to assess whether their predicaments can be
solved by a comitment to the ideas of a leader who promises
much but delivers little. Only a few workers will have reached
a stage of consciousness, and an understanding of political
and economic structures, to see the pitfalls of a false con-
sciousness; to achieve a solidarity only to learn that this
facilitates more effective manipulation of the working class
(as in fascism and Nazism). Few African urban workers have
reached the stage which allows them to clearly and wnequivocal-
ly point at the true enemy and to know "What is to be Done."
Thus for the time being populist appeals (mostly without sub-
stance) will continue to be beamed at Africa's working class.

Finally we come to the consciousness which is based on
true proletarianism which is radical-democratic and socialist
in its orientation and purpose. It is a consciousness which
rests on the firm foundation of an understanding of the opera-
tion of capitalism and its market system in both the local and
wider setting. But I consider proletarianism to be more than an
ideology, a consciousness of class and a dynamic which informs
action. It is also a condition of life, a relationship vis-
a-vis those considered the bourgeoisie and an ideology distinct-
ly identified with workers and producers, and not with managers
and owners, whether they be urban or rural. Where there are
capitalists, few or many, autonomous or dependent, there is a
proletariat; where there is wage labour and appropriation of
surplus, by whatever means, there is a proletariat - although
this does not by definition suggest that there mist be a clear
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expression of true proletarian consciousness.

I think the closest we came to such a consciousness is
among those categories of workers engaged in heavy and often
dangerous labour; among those who have for long been unionized;
among those whose leaders have consistently used their authori-
ty and fraternal relationships to educate workers; among those
whose protests and strike actions have received the best re-
sults; among those who understand how divisive it is to separate
rural from urban workers; among those who reject short term
gains in favour of the long term struggle.

Proletarianism confronts the rich directly and does not
merely threaten them from the sidelines; it seeks alliances an
the basis of principle and not strategy; it pressures all the
time for a structural transformation and not merely at a parti-
cular moment of crisis; it prepares, therefore, workers for ac-
tive involvement and action; it plans for its future in rela-
tion to major features of economic and political life and its
role in that life; it responds to complexity by analysis of
situations and structures rather than by ecleticism and ambi-
guity; it fosters a revolutionary fervour in the context of a
cosmopolitanism; above all it does, or must, avoid feathering
its own nest, rejecting the temptation of allowing workers to
become a "labour aristocracy."

Arethereworkersmare]_ike.lytofitﬂmtmscrip-
tion in Africa today? The answer is clearly yes, whatever
minority they represent. l\bremportarrttmnt}m.rnmbers:l.s
the certainty that this kind of proletarian consciousness is
very much in the making. We can say this not because we are
father to the wish but a) because among certain categories of
workers such a consciousness does exist already, and b) because
the ruling groups in the African state are working assiduously
to create the very consciousness and power which they so dis-
like and want to prevent from gaining a foothold, namely work-
ing class power. Thus as the African continent is kept in the
periphery of the moderm world capitalist system, and is an es-
sential part of this system in terms of resources and light
manufacturing, workers are left with no option but to create
the kind of solidarity which gives them both hope and opportun—
ity. Thus the socio-cultural transformation will be as far
reaching as economic and political change.

We cannot and should not give this transformation a
date. Capitalist penetration is not about to operate with
greater commitment to equality of wealth and opportunity. The
power of capitalism is great and its seductive appeal greater
still. Revisionism may be as natural as it can also be calcu-
lated, and betrayal of principle is not the sole property of



47

evil men. Consciousness and the class struggle are also a func-
tion of education, debate and the dialectic and the need to
bring theory and praxis into a symbiotic relationship.

African workers got a relatively late start but this
should not 1lull us into the belief that they must pass through
various stages; that they must first learn to walk before they
can run. We have left them very little choice.

To summarize, I cite below the same argument which I
presented in a monograph published in 1974:

The colonial state in Africa, with ite
racist economic and political policies,
polarized African society in such a way
as to create a proto-proletaviat (which
I would now revise and suggest that a
true proletariat does exist) in both
rural and wrban areas. The migrants in
particular protested against their sub-
Jugation, eaploitation and conditions of
labour thus placing them in the vanguard
of anti-colonial resistance. This in
turn gave rise to anti-migrant attitudes
and policies by colonial governments who
vieved the migrants as the main cause of
political, economic and soetal disruption
and commonly referred to them as the
'urban mob. '35

I then dealt with the period from 1910 to 1950, but es-
sentially what I said was that a proletariat did exist, because
the colonial state created it, and that the colonialists knew
this but when faced by the workers they labelled them the "ur-
ban mob" thus misreading their political consciousness and mis-
taking their purpose.

Clearly, the central question for the kind of analysis
which has been made is how to apply and how to interpret, in
the context of the low income countries, basic Marxian premises.
The answer is not made any easier by virtue of the significant
divisions within the Marxist intellectual world; nor can one
ignore the major uncertainties which are the present hallmark
of the world political scene and, not least, the paradox of
stagnation yet rapid change. Proletarians today turn into a
bourgeoisie tomorrow (as in some of the advanced capitalist
countries) if not as self employed or managers, then as subscrib-
ers to capitalist ideologies (as the "hard hats" of America,
neo-fascists in Italy or National Fronters in England). Clear-
ly, both the bourgeoisie and proletarians seem to find a niche
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in capitalism, and for that reason the analysis of class struc—
ture has become rather more complex in the industrial-rich na-
tions while the low income countries are illustrative of various
stages of class formation. What separates workers from owners
and managers is that the former create surplus and the latter
use it for themselves (at least in part) to create more capital.

In the low income countries (with the exception of the
radical and revolutionary states such as China, Vietnam and
Cuba) , reformism and populism are of greater instrumentality
at present than the thrust toward socialist and radical trans-
formation, i.e. away from the maximization of surplus-value
with its expected rewards (profits) for individuals or groups.
Due to the absence of radical leadership in virtually all the
African countries, the seductive mirage of capitalism is pre-
sently able to distort the vision of the proletariat. The hope
seems eternal for a constant expansion of production, reinvest-
ment and reward. Those who cannot accumulate capital, probably
at least ninety-five percent of the world's poor, will have to
live with other arrangements of which the class struggle is one
possibility. The position for them, as for the bourgeoisie,
is far from static - form and fumection change over time, changes
which are linked to the world economy and to political and class
struggles everywhere. Marxist analysis concentrates on pro-
cesses and not on some abstract model or ideal typological con—
struct. Hence our only way, the Marxist way, is to turn to
historical analysis which reveals which societal processes are
extant - and how these differ from country to country and con—
tinentally. It is these processes, which range from the pre-
dominantly economic (the market economy) to the ideational,
which create the dynamic of a) class formation, b) class con-
sciousness, c¢) class actions, and d) the ideology which deter-
mines the manifestations of a to c. How classes were created
in England, Germany or Russia will differ from, no doubt quite
substantially, the dynamic of their creation j.n Nigeria, Kenya
or South Africa. Yet class formation and action is always
rooted in the particular nature of the economy simply because
the ultimate determinant of class is the participation in or
exclusion from the exercise of authority, power and control ove
surplus-value. Racial and/or ethnic conflict in Africa, as
elsewhere, is generally heavily disguised class struggle (what
better example is there than South Africa?). Economic exploi-
tation and the political struggle always go together contrary
to the view expressed by L. Kuper who has suggested that

there are some societies in which the
relationship to the means of production
does not define the politieal struggle,
and in which elass conflict ie not the
source of revolutionary change.38
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While the interplay cf economic and political class is
complex and variable, this should not lead us to a rejection
of the Marxist model, as Dahrendorf attempted in 1959 when he
wrote (without comprehension of the non-deterministic nature of
Marxism and its contrary emphasis on process) .

It is not the thought of the process of

the empirical scientist who seeks only
piecemeal knowledge and expects only
piecemeal progress, but that of system
builder who suddenly finds that everything
fits! For if private property disappears
(empirical hypothesis), then there arve

no longer classes (trick by definition)!

If there are no longer any classes, there
i8 no alienation (speculative postulate).
The realm of liberty is realized on earth
(philosophical idea). Had Marz, conversely,
defined property by authority relations, his
empirical observation would not have "fitted,"
and_he would have had to drop his philo-
sophy of history. For effective private
property may disappear empirically, but
authority relations can only do so by the
magic trick of the system maniac.37

At present, so it appears to the superficial cbserver,
Africa is raked by ethnic and what is seen as simply political
conflict; that the continent's leaders are indecisive, vacil-
lating and opportunistic and, hence, to label these events as
manifestations of a class struggle, however incipient, is to
dignify them beyond their significance. The more conventional
explanations continue to be that Africa was simply not ready
for self-government, that primordiality continues to produce
a situation whereby ethnic, language and religious groups pro—
vide the primary attachment while an insignificant elite (them—
selves said to be articulate manipulators of local or regional
chauvinism) manipulates the state apparatus for its own (tribal-
istic) benefit. It is generally argued that the elite forms a
"political class" but not an economic class because ethnicity
has become the all encompassing principle. Economic class is
subordinate because access to state power is achieved by ethnic
or racial forces. Hence it follows that workers (and the bour-
geoisie) are internally divided, i.e. that menbers of the poli-
tical (ethnic) class in control of the state at any moment will
not join with workers in a subordinate position (not the poli-
tical class in control). This model has deep roots in theories
of racialism and its latter-day version, the plural society
model. Economic classes, it is arqued, are a special case of
phenomenon of class - and these are restricted to the nore
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homogeneous and industrially advanced western societies. What
economic class there is in the low income countries, in Africa
in particular, has barely taken on a clear form - structural
change has been limited and what has taken place is a mere jock-
eying by various ethnic groups wishing to "put their hands in
the cash box."

But while these myopic, comforting and ahistorical con-
clusions are drawn, economic, political, social and ideological
transformation is taking place. As the bourgeoisie evolves sc
does the proletariat. For both class consciousness increases
and their determination to hang on to what they have, by the
former, and to gain what they do not have, by the latter. Who
shall control the market, the internal structure of the economy,
is no longer a question which only the owners and managers de-
bate as trade unions, cocoperatives and other mass-rooted collec-
tivities no longer see themselves as just passive recipients and
act accordingly. Polarization is structural and confrontation-
al. Proletarians, be they urban or rural workers (ignoring in-
ternal hierarchical divisions amcng them for the moment) must
seek a greater control over the distribution and ownership of
surplus-value if their subordinate and exploited class position
is to change. They know they must contest their subordinate
position unless they have comuitted themselves (and their child-
ren) to an immutable poverty. As the pressures of the internal
and external market forces intensify - as they have under colo-
nialism and nec-colonialism and the conditions of the present
recession now a2lmost ten years old - the myth of "free labour"
is revealed to the workers, torn, as they are, from their rural
anchorage (as were their parents), unable to make a living in a
disintegrating rural economy and even more unable to find em—
ployment in the urban-based economy. Cash crop producers are
barely better off being the victims of uncertain market prices
(which the marketing boards are largely powerless to control,
and, even when they are, their resources are drained away by
either the military or the bureaucratic elite). Of course we
must accept that there are enormous differences in various types
of labour, in contractual relationships and in political dispen-
sations in control of the market. But in the low income coun-
tries poverty is the universal leveller despite, or because of,
the widespread introducticn of the wage labour system and cash
payments for goods and services produced. Wage labour is the
key process of proletarianization, and control to the operation
of capitalism.

But the capitalist world economy contains, like other
inclusive systems, considerable contradictions. Thus wages are
costly if there is not a constant rate (more or less) of ex-
pansion of production. Presumably when production is slack
wages may stay constant but labour forces are reduced, possibly
never to clinb back to the numbers employed at an earlier per—
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iod. Yet at the same time, in the industrial world and even to
a limited degree in the low income countries, for the wage re—
warded producer wages have risen (and alsc fallen in purchasing
power) with two consequences (which have manifested themselves
differently among western and non-western workers): a) prole-
tarian class and political consciocusness has intensified, ard
b) proletarians have moved over intc a petit bourgeoisie helped
along by legislative provisions or collective political actions
spearheaded by unions. Not infrequently, workers have become
enployers, i.e. living on the surplus-value created by others,
a not unusual development in Africa as successive waves cf mi-
grants tend to push up earlier waves of workers (the case of
Buganda might be instructive in this regard). Hence the con-
cept of a "new working class" might be nore applicable than

the contested and pejorative label of "labour aristocracy."

It is at this juncture that the state and the structure and
operation of the multinationals become critical variables in
their efforts to internationalize productiocn and capital and
restrict the cperations of "the market" to fit their supra-
corporate objectives - a development which, Vernan suggests,
"comes very close to lacking a relevant [historical] precedent."”38
These multinationals, who are spearheaded by the Trilateral
Commission, not only define an appropriate ideology for the
ruling classes, but also an ideoclogy they consider appropriate
for their enemies - and they have the means to enforce it.

The class struggle, therefore, springs from the processes and
manner of incorporation into the nmltinational and trilateral
network. Yet it is also this nore systematic incorporation
which intensifies political and class consciousness and forces
the state to either repress or concede to demands. Incorpora—
tion calls not just for control of the market, but curbing of
demands for democracy.

The significance of these developments for the "labour
question" in the low income countries has, of course, received
a good deal of attention in recent years - although Africanists
trail behind scholars of Latin America and Asia. Thus Meillas-
soux has pointed to the continved importance of the "domestic
mode of production"39 as integrz! to the operations of peri-
pheral capitalism, i.e. the fact that the "informal sector"
provides important goods and services for the bourgeoisie with
minimal rewards toc the producers. Hence the domestic mode of
production must at lezst be partially preserved a) because the
cost of the reproduction of lakour must not be borne by the
capitalist sector and b) it provides a safety valve for the
unemployed and retrenched workers. In that respect, capitalists
arque, labour is "free", i.e. workers can move in and out of
wage employment, while in practice it indicates that primitive
accumilation is still taking place (by locally based capital-
ists) and will continve in the non-western world40 unless so-
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cialist rewolutions put a stop to this. To date, nost African
states have facilitated the operaticns of the multinationals in
their illusionary search to become more truly capitalist while
all they have managed to achieve is the creation of an adminis-
trative and comrercial (comprador) bourgeoisie.

I have sometimes thought that African state capitalism
cannot be very different from the merchant states of Europe
which followed the feudal agrarian states in the sixteenth cen-
tury. But on reflection I doubt whether this thought would get
us very far. At the same time it is surely obvious by now that
the rich world has clearly determined that the low income natior
will not be allowed to go much beyond their present underdevel-
oped capitalism. The inequality among nations will increase, as
will the inequality within the poor nations. Palloux has sug-
gested quite correctly that while the rich world appropriates
to itself mental work, it leaves manual labour ("creative la-
bour versus unnecessary toil") to the poor nations.4l Under
such conditions, African workers turn, paradoxically, to the
eneny (the bourgeois controlled state) as well as trade unions
(which are generally an integral part of the state or, if other
wise, operate under serious handicaps) to create jobs. But as
the multinationals and the trilateral network bite ever nore
deeply intc stagnant economies (with the obvious exceptions of
some of the oil rich nations), the power of the strike weapon,
demonstrations and riots, are largely muted as the large corpo-
rations can (generally) shift their operations utilizing cheap
and often submissive labour forces elsewhere. (The recent heav
y layoffs by INCO in Sudbury, Ontario, were prampted by the sim
ple fact that labour costs in Guatemala ard Indonesia are sub-
stantially less.)

Bs pressures on profits increase, labour in the low in-
come countries will be subject to an intensification of exploi-
tation which can only be achieved with local state support. Of
course, this development also raises the hope of intensified
worker reaction and increased militancy of unions. At the same
time, as Cohen and Sandbrook make clear, "one should not be mis
lead into thinking that militant trade unions in Africa are
manifestations of the collective will of the workers." As orga
izational skills are by no means uniformly available in Africa,
workers have cften "had to rely on their own resources and in—
ternally generated leadership in a moment of industrial crisis.

Only in the socialist states of Africa has anything re-
sembling workers' participation and control been implemented -
but even then under state supervision. Widespread alliances of
peasants and workers are still rather rare although at the na-
tional level a number of African countries claim that their in-
temal structure is representative of a workers' and peasants'
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state, i.e. the Peoples' Republic of Mozambique. Pressure to—
wards reforms rather than radical transformation has so far de—
fined the objectives of union and workers' actions. Cohen and
Sandbrook conclude their study with the cobservation that "work-
ers in dependent capitalist African societies may not know fully
'where to go'; but they do know where their rulers are going and
they have shown that they are not prepared to acquiesce passive—
ly in their own exploitation."43 And that is why the class
struggle is joined in Africa - a final conclusion which these
avthors fail to put forward.

Differences rather than similarities highlight the de-
terminants of class formation, although the levelling effects
of the capitalist world economy, combined with a certain simi-
larity of structure of the low income state, tend to produce
systems which allow comparison. Yet as the world (economic)
system changes, as technology cuts more deeply into labour uti-
lization, so does the consciousness of the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat intensify which in turn may transform the system.
The structural positions within the world system are, of course,
subject to considerable change - minor at one moment and more
extensive at other times - change which produces new alignments
as market forces adapt and accomodate to new technologies and
pelitical forces (for the latter we ought to cite the emergence
of mainland China, while the former might be illustrated by the
demands for computer technology by many nations). Such changes
within the international economic system may alter the relation-—
ship between core and periphery (a la A.G. Frank, I. Wallerstein
and S. Amin) with, perhaps, unpredictable consequences. The
production relations associated with mono-eccnomies and extrac—
tive industry will continue to determine both internal class re-
lations within the low income nations and externally in the
world class system.

This article has attempted to use a Marxist perspective,
if not a clear Marxist mocdel, to help us understand (perhaps in
a too generalized manner) some critical considerations which
we must take into account if we wish to understand the range
and diversity of political and class consciousness and action
of African urban workers. Although I have used a Marxist per—
spective, there will be those who either think it too imprecise
or too assertive without any in depth analysis. Both critics
will likely share the caution of the editors of the Review of
Afriean Politieal Economy (RAPE):

ALL too often, Marxist analyses, in attempting
to correct...(various bourgeois) tendencies,
mechanically transpose to African societies
schema of the class relations characteristic
of Western capitalism, ard its development from
European feudalism. These Marxists tended
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to proceed by assertion, from some
exorable historical precedent, rather
than through the analysis of African
societies and their relations to the
rest of the world. Marxist analysis
eannot proceed from textbook definitions
of elasses removed from their history
and their society. It is not a matter
of a theory of a medel elaiming univer-
sal validity. Marxist analysis requires
examination and analysis of the material
conditions which determine the possibi-
lities for and obstacles to revolutionary
action by the exploited classes. It de-
mands a politieal analysis in terms of
class struggle, of the steps necessary

to fashion the conditions under which

a class, tn alliance with other classes,
ean transform its own situation and end
ite exploitation. It is not a matter of
disputing, say, in the abstract, but of
examining the relations of workers and
peasants to their eaploiters and to one
another, in order to identify the condi-
tions under which the struggles of the
exploited classes may converge in opposi-
tion to the entire system of emploitation.44

I rather doubt whether I have succeeded in presenting
both the kind of data necessary or placed it in the kind of
frame the editors of RAPE would want. If this is so, the fault
is mine and better efforts will have to supplant the present
one.

mttoﬂmeﬂmadajecumsaresumglyagmnstany
form of Marxist analysis, half-baked or textbook doctrinaire, I
thank they might ponder over the two following quotations:

The Marxist theory was (and is) eclearly

erous in that it appears to provide
the key to understanding capitalist pro-
duction from the position of those not
in control of the means of production.
Consequently, the categories, coneepts,
relationships and methods which had the
potentiql to form a new paradigm were an
enormous threat to the power structure
of the eapitalist world.4>

Even nore poignant would seem to be the view expressed
by Barrington Moore.
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In any soctety the dominant groups arve

the ones with the most to hide about the

way soctety works. Very often, therefore,
analyses are bound to have a eritical way,
to seem like postures rather than objec-
tive statements...For all students of human
soctety sympathy with the vietims of his-
torical proecess and scepticism about the
victors' elaims provide essential safeguards
against being taken in by the dominant mytho-
logy. A scholar who tries to be objective
needs these sfeelings as part of his working

equipment. 4

We should not hesitate to use the one model which al-
lows us a closer understanding of realities.
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George Jackson, symbol of political prisoners of
the World. By: Quant.

The following article originally appeared
under the pseudonym of Frank Talk but actually had been
written by Steve Biko. The police,meanwhile, had gone on a
witch-hunt for a Frank Talk. Later,in one of his defenses
on trial by the South African regime Biko admitted that he
was the author of the publication. When questioned further,
he said he did it because:

"T Write What I Like!"




