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Module 4

Anarchism and Strategy: why Anarchists Reject
Nationalism and the ANC
1. Rivals to anarchism in the working class and peasantry
As anarchists, we believe that a socialist revolution is not inevitable – it won’t spontaneously
arise because of people’s daily conditions. However, people who were suffering oppression
and domination have, throughout known human history, organised to fight for better daily
conditions of work and life for themselves and their communities.
In doing so, they fought in a variety of ways, for a variety of causes, e.g. for independence
from colonial rule, against capitalism for a socialist society, etc. Because they fought for a
variety of causes, it shows that they were influenced by a variety of ideas.
One can only fight for national liberation: that is, the freedom of an oppressed race or nation.
But how? Does national liberation mean:
- a new state, ruled by a ruling class drawn from the nation?
- ordinary working class people governing themselves in an anarchist society?
What you fight for depends on your ideas.
But not all ideas are correct. For example, working class people are continually exposed to
ideas that serve only the interests of their enemies, the local and international ruling classes.
Examples of incorrect ideas are:
- racism
- xenophobia
- the belief that “any one can make it big” if they work hard enough
- support for wealthy politicians, because they are of our race

Did you notice that
all of these incorrect
ideas divide and
confuse the working
class?
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Thus we believe that one of the most important roads to anarchist revolution is to train and
educate ourselves in anarchism and to spread the word and ideas of anarchism in the working
class and poor.
However, history has shown us that the working class can be influenced by a number of
different ideas.
This workbook is part one of a two-part series of workbooks on rival ideologies to
anarchism in the working class, and focuses on defining and explaining nationalism, the
effects on working class struggle and the role of nationalism in South Africa. This
requires an examination of the most important nationalist party in South Africa today,
the African National Congress (ANC)

2. Revision: what is anarchism?
To begin with, let’s recap briefly what anarchism is – what we’ve covered so far in the
previous workbooks and workshops.
Anarchism is a tendency within the working-class movement that opposes all forms of
exploitation and domination. We think that all people are fundamentally equal, and should
have the freedom to live their lives as they see fit, as long as they do not harm the freedom of
other people.

Remember: The ruling class owns the means of
production and/or controls the means of
administration. The working class (including the
unemployed) and peasantry do not..

We oppose capitalism because it is a vicious profit system that is based on the exploitation of
the workers and the poor to the benefit of a small class of bosses and top government figures.
We do not think that the state (courts, army, and bureaucracy) is there to look after everyone;
instead its role is to keep the ruling class in power.
Capitalism is a system which impoverishes and oppresses the majority of the world’s
population, must be resisted and defeated. It cannot be reformed away. As long as this system
exists, there will be poverty, repression and racism.
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Repression means the
persecution of people
for their political
beliefs and actions.

The only people who can fight and overthrow capitalism, the State and all forms of
oppression, are the working and poor people.
Only us - the working class - can
manage the job because only we
‐ have no vested interest in
the system
‐ have power in our ability to
organise (particularly in the
workplace)
‐ produce all the wealth of
the world
‐ only a productive class can
build a free, antiauthoritarian society
because only such a class is
not based on exploitation.
The working class must build
revolutionary COUNTERPOWER
and COUNTERCULTURE so that
it can fight – and defeat – the
ruling class.
Question exercise
What is counterpower? Give two examples of counterpower.

What is counterculture? Give five examples of counterculture activities.
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In place of capitalism we want a free socialistic economic system in which the workers and
peasants directly manage the land and factories, and use these resources to produce for the
benefit of all.
In place of the State, we want to manage our own affairs through grassroots workplace and
community councils, united at the local, regional, national and international levels.
We do not think that the State can be made to help ordinary people. The only language the
ruling class understands is the language of mass struggle from below. This is the only way to
win any gains in the here and now, and definitely the only way to smash the system in the
long run. Relying on the State to make the revolution is a recipe for disaster.
Instead of using the State, we believe that the struggle and the revolution must come about
through mass democratic movements of the workers and poor. In particular, we emphasise
the revolutionary potential of trade unions.
3. The battle of ideas
‐
As we mentioned earlier, in seeking to fight against capitalism, the state and social and
economic inequality, working class people have been influenced by a number of different
ideas. Anarchism has been one influence. Only anarchism has shown an ability to
fundamentally free the working class and poor.
But of course the masses are often influenced by other ideas. Most of these ideas are very
different to anarchism. While sometimes they can play a progressive role, they often have
many reactionary elements, and always fail to fully emancipate the people.
In fact, the other ideas have always ended up maintaining the basic class system, where the
ruling class minority exploits and dominates the working class.
Also, a great deal of control by the ruling class, over the working class, is through ideas.
People are told that the existing society is the only possible one. That their problems are due
to laziness, or foreigners, or each other.
Exercise
With the examples above in mind, list other ways in which the ruling class keeps us under
control.
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This is precisely why it is necessary to build an anarchist political organisation to fight
the battle of ideas i.e. to educate the working class on the correct anarchist approach to
the struggle. This means showing people that the anarchist way is right, and why the other
ways are wrong, and will lead to a dead-end.
That is one major reason why convinced anarchists must unite, in a tight and disciplined
political organisation – to organise and educate the masses to march to freedom in their own
name

Some key examples of successful
anarchist political organisations in
history were the Bakuninist Alliance
(international), the FAI (Spain, Luz
(Mexico), the Society of Anarchist
Communist Comrades (China) and
the International Socialist League
(South Africa).

4. What is “nationalism”?
One of the main rivals to anarchism since it became a global mass movement in the 1870s is
nationalism.
In this section we are going to discuss nationalism, and why anarchists reject nationalism.
It is important to start by saying that “nationalism” is not the same as “nationalisation”,
although the words sound similar.
As previously discussed, nationalisation is when the state takes over an industry. For
example, Eskom nationalised many power stations from the 1940s.
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By contrast, nationalism is a specific political strategy for decolonisation that is based on the
idea that all classes within a given nation or people must unite to achieve a common national
interest.
Nationalist ideas exist in all countries. This includes imperialist countries.
In countries with a colonial history, nationalism is one of the currents that emerged in the
anti-colonial movement. In imperialist countries, nationalism is commonly used to justify
imperialism.
To summarise nationalism, it has two basic ideas:
1) That all members of a nation must unite in pursuit of common national interests. That
is, that the capitalists and state managers in the nation, have common interests with
the working class.
2) That the nation must express its common interests through a national state. It is the
state through which the national will is expressed.

Imperialism:
A system or policy
extending the authority or
rule of one country, or
empire, over other
countries, or capturing
colonies.

Let us give an example.
In many colonial countries, nationalists argue that
the rich and the poor of the colony must unite against the imperial master. In place of being
ruled by the imperialists, they should a national state. This is “independence”.
For nationalists, freedom is achieved when an independent national government is
established, for example, when the British colony of Gold Coast became independent Ghana
in the 1950s.

5. Nationalism in the South African Context
Let us think of an example of nationalism in such a context.
This example is Afrikaner nationalism. This argued that all Afrikaners – poor whites and
workers as well as rich capitalists and powerful politicians – should unite. They should have
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their own government – this would allow the Afrikaner people (or volk) to express common
Afrikaner interests. What is this government? A “national” state.
And from a nationalist perspective, anyone who opposed this programme was a traitor to the
nation, a volksverraaier (a “traitor to the volk”).
But this same basic model shapes the main African political parties as well. Here we can
include the ANC, the Pan-Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC), the Inkatha Freedom party
(IFP) and the Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO).
They disagree on who exactly forms the nation:
‐
‐
‐
‐

the ANC (from the 1950s) argued that it represented the black African nation, but that
this should merge with the white nation, into a “new nation”
the PAC argued that it represented the black African nation, and that Indians and
whites could not be part of the nation
Inkatha argued that it represented the Zulu nation, which had different interests to the
white nation, the Indians and the other black nations
AZAPO and the Black Consciousness tradition argued that it represented a black
nation comprising black Africans, Coloureds and Indians

As you can see, all of these traditions claim to represent a slightly different nation. But what
all the main African political parties share with each other, as well as with Afrikaner
nationalism, are the basic nationalist ideas:
1) Your nation is more important than your class. You have more in common with other
members of the nation – regardless of their class position – and you must unite as a
nation
2) Your nation should represent itself through its own national state. The state is seen as
representing the will of the nation.
QUESTIONS
1. why would anarchists oppose the view that the working class must unite with the ruling
class?
2. why do anarchists oppose the idea that the state can be used to benefit the working class?

THE ANC EXAMPLE
The ANC was founded in 1912 as the South African Native National Congress (it adopted the
name ANC in 1923). It was set up by and for the black elite.
This formation of the South African Native National Congress illustrated a key virtue of
nationalism for the African elites: it helped unite the highly differentiated elites themselves,
replacing ethnic and regional divisions with a “national” identity. Pixley ka Izaka Seme, a
landowner, the first treasurer of the South African Native National Congress, and later the
ANC president, provided a classic statement of this outlook in the run-up to the Bloemfontein
meeting:1
1

Quoted in Walshe, 1970, op cit., p.33
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”The demon of racialism, the aberrations of the Xhosa-Fingo feud, the animosity that exists
between the Zulus and the Tongas, between the Basuto and every other Native must be buried
and forgotten…. We are one people. These divisions, these jealousies, are the cause of all our
woes and all of our backwardness and ignorance today.”

Twelve members of the first executive were ministers of religion, the remainder including a
building contractor, a teacher, a newspaper editor, and a labour recruiter and interpreter,
while a “house of chiefs” was also built into the organisation.2 The class character of the
organisation was hidden by its nationalist discourse, which united the elite and enabled it to
seek allies from the popular classes, while simultaneously denying the relevance of class. To
raise class questions was, by definition, to imperil the project of “national unity”, and so was
a “cause of woes”.

6. Anarchists Reject Nationalism
Anarchist reject nationalism. This follows from our basic positions on:
‐
‐
‐

2

the class struggle
the nature of the state
the way that society needs to change (we stand for counter-power and class
struggle: see above)

Walshe, 1970, op cit., p. 36
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Let us explain the anarchist critique of nationalism:
1) The classes in the nation do not have a common interest. The capitalists and
landlords and state managers in each nation oppress and exploit and dominate
the working class within their own nations. An example: Patrice Motsepe exploits
and oppresses black workers. Yet he is a black man. Clearly, a rich black man will
oppress a poor black man. Just like a rich Chinese man will oppress a poor Chinese
man, and a rich white man will oppress a poor white man.
2) National unity across the class divide is only possible if the working class in the
nation, accepts the rule and exploitation of the “national” capitalists and the state.
That is, nationalism says all classes in the nation must unite. It does NOT say that
the elite must be overthrown. It says that the working class must unite with that
“national” ruling class. But to unite with that elite, the working class must accept in
reality the right of that elite to oppress and exploit. Unity with the ruling class
betrays the working class.
3) The state cannot be used by the working class. The state is part of the system of
class rule, of the few ruling over and exploiting the many, the working class.
Therefore, a national state will in reality be a state by and for the national ruling class.
It will not represent the majority of the nation, which is the “national” working class.
4) The state, instead, will continue to oppress the working class. The radicals that join
the state will be changed by joining the state; they change their ideas and views. The
former “liberators” of the people will become their oppressors. This is an iron law
across the postcolonial world.
5) While the “national” state can play a role in opposing imperialism, it cannot do
so in a way that benefits the national working class. When the nationalists are in
power, and control the national state, they consistently prove themselves to be
enemies of the people. For example, Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe is against British
imperialism. That cannot be doubted. But he severely oppresses his own people. He is
a bourgeois anti-imperialist i.e. he is against imperialism, but it is for the
Zimbabwean bourgeoisie (the elite). But to be for any bourgeoisie is to be against the
working class. Therefore, Mugabe has two enemies: the British imperialist
bourgeoisie and the Zimbabwean working class.
6) Normally, however, the nationalists, once they take state power and join the ruling
classes in former colonial countries, work with imperialism.
In order to get richer, and more powerful, many national ruling classes in formerly
colonial countries aim to attract foreign direct investment to their countries. They
attract this by offering cheap labour. Who provides that cheap labour? The “national”
working class. Why is it cheap?
Because it is oppressed by laws that weaken unions, high unemployment, repression
etc. Therefore, the “national” ruling class works against the “national” working class,
up to and including working with the imperialists that they claim to oppose.
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So, why do they work with imperialism? Because of their own class interests a)
every ruling class needs a strong economy based on exploitation, which can generate
taxation and technology;
b) every ruling class needs a strong state bureaucracy and military, which is funded by
taxation
Working with imperialism is one way to achieve these goals. Imperialist ruling
classes provide investments, loans, military support and other aid and investment.
7) Decolonisation through the formation of a new nation-state may achieve some goals,
but fundamentally the ordinary people will (at most) trade foreign capitalists and state
managers for local capitalists and state managers. This will
In short, nationalism cannot change the basic system that oppresses the working class.
It can bring some improvements, but at the same time, its main goal is simply to replace
foreign capitalists and state managers with local capitalists and state managers.

As anarchists we believe that nationalist politics are fatally flawed and are unable to deliver
freedom from domination to the majority of people in the colonial and imperialist- dominated
world.
What happens in decolonisation led by nationalists is that the foreign ruling class is replaced
by a new local ruling class. That new local ruling class oppresses the “national” working
class. And in many cases, it works with the former imperialist ruling class in ways that
undermine the national working class. But even when it remains anti-imperialist, it
remains anti-working class.

EXAMPLE: the real aims of the Freedom Charter
Nelson Mandela explained the Freedom Charter as follows, in the June 1956 issue of
Liberation magazine (article called “In Our Lifetime”):3
“Whilst the Charter proclaims democratic
changes of a far-reaching nature it is by no
means a blue-print for a socialist state but a
programme for the unification of various
classes and groupings amongst the people on a
democratic basis. Under socialism the workers
hold state power. They and the peasants own
the means of production, the land, the factories
and the mills. All production is for use and not
for profit.
“The Charter does not contemplate such
profound economic and political changes. Its
3

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/bunting-brian/kotane/ch13.htm
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declaration ‘The People shall govern!’ visualises the transfer of power not to any single
social class but to all the people of this country be they workers, peasants, professional
men or petty-bourgeoisie.
“… in demanding the nationalisation of the banks, the gold mines and the land the Charter
strikes a fatal blow at the financial and gold-mining monopolies and farming interests … The
breaking up and democratisation of these monopolies will open up fresh fields for the
development of a prosperous NonEuropean bourgeois class. For the first
time in the history of this country the NonEuropean bourgeoisie will have the
opportunity to own in their own name and
right mills and factories, and trade and
private enterprise will boom and flourish as
never before. … It is precisely because the
Charter offers immense opportunities for an
over-all improvement in the material
conditions of all classes and groups that it
attracts such wide support…
“[The nationalist struggle] … is conducted by
an alliance of various classes and political
groupings amongst the Non-European people
supported by white democratic African,
Coloured and Indian workers and peasants, traders and merchants, students and teachers,
doctors and lawyers, and various other classes and groupings: all participate in the struggle
against racial inequality and for full democratic rights....

ANC nationalism
has always served
the agenda of
creating a black
elite. This was
hidden by taslk of
“black unity”..

7. Nationalities, Cultures and Anarchism
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Obviously people across the world have different cultures, and “national” groups with
common cultures, histories and ancestors exist. This is a fact.
Sometimes these groups share a common territory; quite often they do not.
Every single person belongs to a “national” group or “nationality”.
This difference is a natural and valuable part of human existence.
Anarchists support and promote cultural diversity.
We recognise the right of nationalities to freely associate, even to separate themselves, so
long as they do not oppress groups within the nationality (through class, or sex etc.) or groups
outside the nationality (through colonialism, discrimination etc.)
We oppose cultural imperialism i.e. suppressing any groups culture by means of imperialist
economic and political power.
We oppose national oppression, whether by an imperialist state or by a nation-state. For
example, anarchists oppose the national oppression of minorities within a country.
But there is one limitation to all of this: anarchists oppose any and all cultural practices that
are oppressive and incompatible with anarchism. Universal rights and truths are more
important than any local cultural practice. It would be a contradiction for anarchists to stand
for freedom, but accept, in the name of “culture” or “national rights” any oppressive
practices. Even if a practice is traditional, it does not
automatically mean it is right.
Cultures are not static (unchanging), and all cultures have
within themselves tensions between progressive / democratic/
anti-authoritarian elements, and backward/ hierarchical/
oppressive elements. This is only natural, because national
cultures are contested between the different classes in the
nationality.
As anarchists we only support the progressive / democratic/
anti-authoritarian elements in the culture, because only these
are compatible with our anarchist values, and with the
interests of the working class. The backward/ hierarchical/
oppressive elements only divide the working class and
promote oppression of specific groups (usually women and
youth).
Last, we do not think national or cultural difference should be
a barrier to working class unity. The working class, no matter
its race or nationality, has the same basic interests, and despite cultural differences, generally
share a common working class experience and outlook.
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There is a difference, culturally, between a Chinese worker and a Brazilian worker, but they
also share a common working class culture an interest that binds them. This includes the
culture of trade unions, strikes, socialism.
The current system promotes national hatred
and racial hatred. It has to do this to
‐

divide the working class by tribe,
nation, race and culture, so that it
cannot unite and fight

‐

because the different ruling classes are
always competing with each other for
profit and power, they keep the
ordinary people in a state of fear and
hate towards the other countries in
case a war starts

So, while we recognise the rich diversity of
humankind, we stress the common
INTERNATIONAL interests and struggle of
the working class of the world. We are
INTERNATIONALISTS.

BAKUNIN ON NATIONAL FREEDOM AND RIGHTS
"Nationality. . . is a historic, local fact which, like all real and harmless facts, has the right to
claim general acceptance. . . Every people, like every person, is involuntarily that which it is
and therefore has a right to be itself. . . Nationality is not a principle; it is a legitimate fact,
just as individuality is. Every nationality, great or small, has the incontestable right to be
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itself, to live according to its own nature. This right is simply the corollary of the general
principal of freedom."
“Fatherland and nationality are, like individuality, each a natural and social fact,
physiological and historical at the same time; neither of them is a principle. Only that can be
called a human principle which is universal and common to all men; and nationality
separates men, therefore it is not a principle… … if a certain people or person exists in fact
in a determinate form … the less they think of themselves and the more they become imbued
with universal human values, the more vitalised they become … We should place human,
universal justice above all national interests…”

8. Nationalism: Whose Class Interests Does It Serve?
A common national background makes nationalism possible: because people have a shared
background, the idea that the nation should unite makes a certain sort of sense.
However, a common national background does not make nationalism inevitable: not
everyone is a nationalist.
Nationalism is a political ideology, with very concrete political implications. As we show in
the next part, nationalism is a ruling class ideology, basically serving ruling class
interests. It can sometimes play a progressive role, but it can never serve the basic interests
of the working class. Therefore, anarchists should never “liquidate” (dissolve) their politics
into nationalism.
There are three basic types of nationalism in the modern era:
1) the nationalism of imperialist countries. This is promoted by the imperialist state
and the imperialist ruling class to
a. confuse the working class
b. divide the working class
c. make the working class support imperialism
2) nationalism in national liberation struggles. In situations of national oppression –
which are usually caused by colonialism or imperialism – all sectors of the oppressed
nation are second-class people. Anti-colonial or anti-imperialist nationalism is how
the local frustrated local ruling class and “middle class” responds. Frustrated by
imperialism – and which seeks to replace the foreign elites with a local or “national”
elite. They promote nationalism to:
a. weaken imperialism
b. win working class support for their (hidden) elitist agenda
c. hijack the national liberation struggle for a small minority (the elite)
d. lay the basis for the elite to create and take over a “national” state
3) the nationalism of ruling classes in postcolonial countries. Once these elites win
power, they almost always continue to maintain a nationalist ideology. This is
promoted in the new nation-state formed after (“post”) colonialism.They do this to:
a. confuse the working class
b. win working class support for their elite agenda
15
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c. build a strong “national” state
A very good example of this situation is the ANC today. The ANC presents itself as a
revolutionary national liberation movement (even a “mass democratic movement”,
MDM) fighting for the freedom of all blacks, especially the working class.
In reality, the ANC is a party of a tiny elite of black state managers and capitalists, a
party of black billionaires. This partly actively oppresses the black working class,
through means like exploitation, police violence, retrenchments, bad schooling and
services, outsourcing, cut-offs etc. Meanwhile, it works hand in glove with white
capitalists and imperialist states.
So, it uses nationalism to confuse the masses. Jacob Zuma and Julius Malema pose as
saviours of the working and poor people, when they are part and parcel of the ruling
class that oppresses the masses.

9. Are We Against Nationalists?
Yes, we are against nationalism as a set of ideas and as a political project, because
nationalism leads to a serious disaster for the working class.
We always reserve our right to criticise and to speak freely. We do not liquidate (dissolve)
our politics into nationalism.
Therefore, we take sides with the working class against the nationalists.
We always oppose nationalist politics and ideas. We always explain clearly why we disagree
with nationalism.
We always oppose nationalist control of the working class and its movements,

10. Can We Work With Nationalists?
Question: Do you think anarchists can work with nationalists? If so, how?
Well, we do sometimes.
In some circumstances we work with the nationalists in common actions, while we oppose
them politically.
We can work with the nationalists are involved in progressive struggles i.e. struggles against
oppression.
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The nationalism of imperialist countries.
We can never support imperialist nationalism, as this is always tied to the project of
oppression. In imperialist countries, we seek to convince the working class that their national
identity is valid, but that nationalism is not. They must oppose the imperialist state, as it is
their enemy, as much as it is the enemy of the oppressed classes in other countries.
Nationalism in national liberation struggles
The main case in which nationalists are basically progressive is when they fight for the rights
of oppressed nationalities or races i.e. in national liberation struggles.
The only time when the nationalists consistently do this, is when they are outside of power.
(Once they are in power, they do not fight oppression, they promote it – see above).
That is, the main time that it is possible to work with nationalists is when the nationalists are
involved in a national liberation (anti-colonial/ anti-imperialist) struggle
We can never work with imperialist nationalism, because this is always and everywhere
oppressive.

Anarchists can work
alongside nationalists in
national liberation struggles,
so long as this venefits the
working class and on
condition that the anarchists
retain complete political
independence

But we can work with anti-colonial
nationalism in some circumstances.
In the fight against imperialism or national oppression, we work with the nationalists (that is,
we work alongside them against imperialism), but at the exact same time we oppose them
politically.
Concretely, during a national liberation struggle this means:
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anarchists join the national liberation struggle
anarchists promote anarchist ideas and methods
anarchists seek to turn the national liberation struggle into an anarchist revolution
anarchists work alongside the nationalists in the national liberation struggle (against
the common imperialist enemy) i.e. in the medium-term and ONLY on clearly
defined terms, for limited goals that benefit the WORKING CLAS.
anarchists defend the right of people to be nationalists and to an independent nationstate (because they defend free choice) but they consistently point out why
nationalism is a dead-end for the working class
anarchists oppose repression of the nationalists by the colonial or imperial forces
(again, because anarchists defend free choice)
anarchists compete with the nationalists for leadership of the national liberation
struggle (anarchists maintain their political independence and seek to defeat the
nationalists)
anarchists refuse to liquidate their independent positions in the name of “national
unity,” the common anti-colonial front etc.
anarchists oppose cross-class alliances and they oppose the nation-state

The nationalism of ruling classes in postcolonial countries.
The situation is different when (if) the nationalists achieve state power:
1) the nationalists are now part and parcel of the ruling class, by virtue of holding office.
This places them opposite to the working class because they are have now replaced
the imperialist rule with local elite rule.
2) If the nationalists in power oppose imperialism they will do so at the expense of the
working class
3) If the nationalists in power work with the imperialism they will do so at the expense
of the working class
4) Therefore, while imperialism still remains AN enemy, the nationalists are NOW
another enemy. While the anarchists worked with the nationalists against the
imperialists beforehand (while undermining the nationalists) They now oppose BOTH
the imperialists and nationalists directly, and NO LONGER work alongside the
nationalists in a common front.
5) Anarchists therefore no longer defend the nationalists or cooperate with them. The
only exception would where the nationalists are involved in popular struggles – such
struggles necessarily meaning a clash with the nationalist government e.g. in the
unions or in the student movement. It is possible to work alongside the nationalists on
particular actions, but without any longer-term cooperation i.e. now cooperation is
only possible with in the short-term in these unusual circumstances.
6) The anarchists refuse the choice between the imperialists and the ruling nationalists.
They take sides with the working class. Therefore, they take sides against both
groups.
7) Anarchists oppose imperialist attacks on any nation-state (as part of their opposition
to imperialism), but they do not align with any state in any situation (they align with
the working class in both the imperialist and the attacked country, calling for “No
War but the Class War”
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While we defend the right of people to choose to have an independent State, and while we
support the establishment of systems of free elections to governments as an immediate
demand, we disagree with nationalism as it cannot provide freedom for the majority of people
living under a situation of imperial domination.

11. Liquidating itself into nationalism :: the error of the SACP
The anarchist approach outlined above stressing the importance of anarchists having an
independent political approach, and of fighting for anarchism first and foremost. Sometimes
this means alliances with non-anarchists. This includes with nationalists, in some
circumstances.
However, the anarchists always follow their own agenda. They refuse to become the junior
partners of other forces. They refuse to “liquidate” their politics into nationalism. What is the
point of being an anarchist if your political work means promoting the nationalists? What is
the point of anarchism if you effectively adopt nationalism in place of anarchism? And since
nationalism is basically a ruling class ideology, liquidating into it means serving the ruling
class.
Communist Party history in SA
The SA Communist Party (SACP), which was formed in 1921 as the Communist Party of
South Africa (CPSA), has on the contrary liquidated itself into the nationalist ANC, i.e. into
nationalism.
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In 1928, the CPSA decided that the immediate struggle was NOT for socialism, but for
“national democracy” i.e. for a majority rule in a capitalist South Africa. This first “stage’,
they said, must be achieved before the “stage” of socialism was possible.
From the late 1940s, the CPSA started to agree that the ANC would be the vehicle for the
first “stage”. When the CPSA was banned, and reformed as the underground SACP, this
approach got entrenched, and it remains in place nearly 70 years later.
Basically the CPSA/SACP embraced nationalism, not socialism, as its immediate goal.
Socialism became something put off forever into the future.
Why is this liquidationism?
It is liquidationism because all SACP efforts are directed to ensuring the ANC gets into – and
keeps – state power.
The SACP does not run any campaigns that can undermine the ANC. It only runs campaigns
that ignore the ANC: for example, against private banks not giving services in poor areas, or
in support of Cuba.
This is why, for example, the
SACP does not join service
protests. Service protests (outside
the Western Cape) are almost
always protests against the ANC
councillors.

It is also why the SACP refuses to
engage in any serious campaigns
against ANC policies like etolling, privatisation.
It is also why the SACP supports
almost all ANC policies, including
the worst ANC policies,
uncritically. For example, the
SACP marched on parliament to support the ANC’s Secrecy Bill, which would (if
implemented) basically protect corrupt ANC leaders. This will keep the working class
uninformed and unaware of the decisions made by the local ruling class in the state –
decisions that the working class and poor do not have a say in making.
The SACP only conducts campaigns to strengthen the ANC: for example, using its influence
in COSATU to get votes and funds for the ANC, and to suppress views against the ANC.
The SACP also focuses on strengthening the ANC as an organisation. Therefore, SACP
leaders are continually “deployed” into the ANC to build the ANC. The majority of the
SACP’s central committee serves in high positions in the NAC government, mainly as
ministers or as deputy ministers, or as provincial MECs.
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This is more important that building a strong SACP. These SACP leaders are in the ANC to
serve the ANC, not the SACP. In fact, the SACP constitution forbids SACP members active
in the ANC to form SACP caucuses. It states that these activists “deployed” to the ANC must
obey ANC resolutions and rulings, even if these contradict SACP policy. Thus, SACP figures
who are ANC ministers are instructed by the SACP to carry out ANC policies, like
privatisation!
The result is that the SACP basically acts as a service provider to the ANC.
No amount of radical talk using revolutionary language can disguise the fact that in reality
the SACP is the ANC’s junior partner, and does what the ANC tells it to do. Communism is
not on the SACP agenda. ANC support is. What, then, is the point of the SACP?
This disastrous situation has been ongoing since the late 1940s. The CPSA was much bigger
than the ANC in the 1930s and 1940s, with much stronger structures, control over the main
black unions and over many white unions, a weekly newspaper, strong presence in township
struggles, and seasoned militants. Once the CPSA/ SACP decided to support the ANC as
vehicle of the first “stage”, it handed this over to the tiny nationalist ANC. That is how the
ANC became a mass party in the 1950s!

12. Further Discussion: Nationalist Politics Cannot Deliver
Freedom From Internal Domination
The State is a hierarchical structure of coercion that concentrates power in the hands of a
small ruling class. It defends the class system and the forms of oppression (e.g. sexism) that
the class system generates. Rule by the State makes it impossible for the mass of the people
to actively participate in the decisions that affect their conditions of life.
Decolonisation on the nationalist model – carving a new national state out of the imperialist
state – delivers power to a new “national” ruling class. It does not provide real selfdetermination for the working class and peasant majority. It cannot, because the state is part
of the system of class oppression, no matter if run by imperialism or by a local “national”
elite,
In some ways, the situation with a nation state replacing imperialism is better than direct
imperialist rule. For example, naked national oppression is usually removed.
This is an important gain.
However, it is not enough.
Even if nationalists take up socialist sounding slogans in order to win working class support,
the interests of workers are not central to these movements.
Nationalist politics hidesd the very real class differences that exist even amongst colonised
populations, and open the door for the frustrated local elite to take state power.

21

TRAINEE’S WORKBOOK

RIVALS TO ANARCHISM: NATIONALISM - MODULE 4

Nationalism is a politics of the frustrated local elite who seek to build a mass base for their
own class programme by arguing that class alliances and State power are the way to resolve
the genuine anti-colonial grievances of the popular masses.
In power, the nationalists continue
‐ elite rule of society
‐ exploiting the working class
‐ inequality in terms of incomes and decision-making power
‐ oppression of working class women
‐ usually, the nationalists also impose national oppression onto minority groups
(examples: the San in Botswana, the whites in Zimbabwe, and the blacks in Sudan).

The class agenda of
nationalism is to replace
foreign elites with local
elites.

Some people say there are no real ruling class in the
postcolonial countries.
For example, this argument sometimes pops up in
the African context in the form of the claim that the
holders of state power who currently govern the
country are really only a “petty bourgeoisie” (a
middle class).
This is just plain wrong.
As anarchists we do not accept the idea that the only criterion for determining class status is
economic power.
Any group with state power is by definition part of the ruling class.
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Also, the postcolonial elites do control substantial parts of the local economy, both through
state ownership and control of key industries such as mines and railways,a and through
private companies.
The claim that there is no “real” local ruling class is also inaccurate as it ignores the massive
disparities in wealth and power that exist everywhere in postcolonial countries – differences
that the nationalists always try to hide.
A huge amount of wealth accrues to a tiny section of the local population. [stats showing
wealth differentials???]

13. Further Discussion: Postcolonial Nationalist Ruling Classes
And Imperialism.
Question:
Who controls countries of the “developing world”, i.e. most African, Asian and South
American countries? Why do you think so?
Postcolonial ruling classes often work with the imperialist ruling classes, but they are NOT
just tools of the imperialist ruling classes. These local ruling classes have their own interests
and agendas and work with the imperialist ruling classes when it suits those interests and
agendas
The local ruling class who hijack national liberation struggles often use a strong antiimperialist rhetoric. This is to mislead the masses into blaming their problems on people
outside the country. Obviously this is very useful to the local ruling class!
But the local ruling class often (although not always) sees its survival and prosperity, its
economic and political power, as requiring close ties with imperialism.
For example, under colonialism, many countries were structured to export sell overseas) raw
materials. For example, Zambia produces copper.
The national ruling class will continue to export those materials in order to keep their
economies functioning, fund the state and enrich the elite.
Often national ruling classes work with the multinational corporations, which they joins in
business ventures, and to which they sells or rent land and mineral rights, and upon whom
they impose taxes and bribes. Getting these companies to invest means more jobs, technology
and business opportunities.
They are funded by IMF/World Bank loans and other forms of aid.
They enter military alliances to access weapons, training and military aid.
The national ruling classes want to get more powerful, and eventually move away frm raw
material production. They want to create their own multinational companies and banks.
Partnerships with imperialist ruling classes, in the ways described above (trade, investments,
loans, military cooperation) are good ways to achieve these aims.
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All of this requires, in turn, that national ruling classes dominate and exploit the working
class in their own countries, the people who do the actual work in the agricultural, mining and
manufacturing industries.
When the masses rise up, the local ruling class is always happy to call on the aid of their
friends in the imperialist states for aid.
However, local ruling classes have their own interests and agenda in acting in these ways,
Sometimes, these own own interests and agenda will lead to a break with imperialism. For
example, the local elite may feel it is trapped in an unfair relationship of selling raw
materials, and cannot escape.
In such situations, good examples of which are Cuba from 1959 onwards, South Africa in
1961, Libya from the 1970s, Nicaragua and Iran in the 1980s and Zimbabwe in the 2000s. It
may rebel and follow its own road (Libya, Iran), turn to another imperialist power (Cuba
turned to Russiam Mugabe is turning to China) or collapse (Nicaragua).
But all these anti-imperialist regimes were and are based on the repression and suffering of
the mass of the people, that is to say, the working class. All keep power in the hands of a
political and economic elite. Sometimes foreign property is nationalised, but then it just goes
to the local elite – never the working class. At most power is transferred from foreign elites to
local elites.
Even if the local ruling class is against the imperialists, it must still maintain a social system
based on the oppression of the working class. It is these ruling classes who beat workers,
throw people off the land, shoot students etc..
And given a choice between working class revolution, and striking a deal with imperialism,
they will always choose imperialism as it is in their direct class interests.
Meanwhile, imperialist ruling classes will put aside whatever conflicts they have with a local
ruling class if continuing on a confrontational path threatens the bigger picture of continued
State/capitalist rule. Thus, the US-led forces withdrew from their invasion of Iraq in 1991
when deserting soldiers joined with peasants and workers in the North and South of the
country to establish workers councils (“shoras”) and raise radical demands. This withdrawal
provided Saddam Hussein with the opportunity to slaughter the local rebels.
Even if the local ruling classes are anti-imperialist, we would still fight them because their
existence as a ruling class is based on the dispossession and exploitation of the majority of
the population, which is the working class and working peasantry.

14. The Way Forward
We, anarchists
‐

fight against all forms of oppression
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‐

naturally this means that we oppose imperialism, as well as imperialist nationalism

‐

naturally this also means that we fight against national oppression, and immerse
themselves in national liberation struggles

‐

at times, during a national liberation struggle, we can work with nationalists on
certain issues

‐

however, we always maintain their political independence, and always aim to steer the
national liberation struggle towards the anarchist revolution

‐

this is because, short of anarchist revolution, the majority of people in the oppressed
nation or race – the working class- will never be truly free

‐

when the nationalists are in power, the anarchists must fight them, as they are part of
the ruling class

‐

in exceptional cases, some alliances may be possible, but the overall anarchist aim
remains: counterpower + counterculture

‐

we respect cultural diversity, but always fight to promote the progressive/ democratic/
anti-authoritarian elements in cultures, and against backward/ hierarchical/ oppressive
elements

‐

we recognise the diversity of humankind, but always stress the need for
internationalism: regardless of culture, the working class in one country always has
more in common with the working class in another country, than members of the
same culture from the ruling class

‐

Only an international struggle by the working class, regardless of cultures, race or
state boundaries can free the world.
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BAKUNIN SUMS THIS UP WELL
He declared "strong sympathy for any national uprising against any form of oppression”,
stating that every people "has the right to be itself ... no one is entitled to impose its costume,
its customs, its languages and its laws”. i
“The right of freely uniting and separating is the first and most important of all
political rights”.ii
For Bakunin, national liberation had to be achieved "as much in the economic as in the
political interests of the masses". If the national liberation struggle is carried out with
"ambitious intent to set up a powerful State", or if "it is carried out without the people and
must therefore depend for success on a privileged class", it will become a "retrogressive,
disastrous, counter- revolutionary movement”. He believed that:iii
Every exclusively political revolution – be it in defence of national
independence or for internal change… – that does not aim at the immediate
and real political and economic emancipation of people will be a false
revolution. Its objectives will be unattainable and its consequences
reactionary.

For Bakunin, the
“statist path
involving the
establishment of
separate … States”
was “entirely
ruinous for the
great masses of the
people” because it
did not abolish class
power but simply
changed the
nationality of the ruling class.iv
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i

Bakunin, quoted in Guérin, Anarchism: from theory to practice p. 68
Quoted in Eltzbacher, Anarchism: exponents of the anarchist philosophy p. 81
iii
Bakunin, "Federalism, Socialism, Anti-Theologism", p. 99
iv
Bakunin, "Statism and Anarchy", p. 343
ii
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