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ABSTRACT

In South Africa the left-wing is currently in an ascendant mode.

Yet it is not an unproblematic ascendancy. For one thing, because
Marxism has been interwoven with so much of the South African struggle,
the South African Left are now unable to disentangle themselves from
the contemporary ’'collapse of the Marxist dream’. And this translates
into a South African socio-political issue because as the Left
accumulates influence and power in South Africa so the problems and
limitations of historical materialism acquire a wider social

significance.

This thesis will argue that a key problem with the historical
materialist paradigm has been its limitations when dealing with
communication and the media. However, there have been historical
materialists (usually those who consciously stepped outside ’'mainstream
Marxist’ discourse) who made considerable advances in attempting to
develop historical materialism’s capacity for dealing with
communication, the media and the subjective. This thesis will examine
some of the work which has attempted to ’'reconstruct’ historical
materialism away from a narrow materialism. The aim will be to give
some direction to the development of a New Left approach to
communication. Such a reconstruction is seen as a precondition if the

Left-wing is to find a formula for dealing with Information Age

relations of production.
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A New Left communicology able to deal with the ’'superstructuralism’
of the Information Age offers a specific perspective on how to
construct a development strategy for South Africa. This will be
discussed, and the thesis will attempt to tie together the notions of

communication, development and democracy.

The relationship between communication and democracy will be
especially important for the New Left approach that will be favoured in
this thesis. So an important theme in the thesis will be the question
of developing a left-hegemony based upon a democratic-pluralism. This
will entail examining the role that media and an institutionalised
social-dialogue can play in building a left-wing democracy. The extent
to which the left-wing media in South Africa have contributed to a
democratic dialogue is discussed. This will then be extended into a
discussion of how media can contribute to the reconstruction,
development and democratization of a leftist post-apartheid South

Africa.
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CHAPTER 1:

RETHINKING THE LEFTIST STRUGGLE IN SOUTH AFRICA

A struggle between the Left and Right in South Africa intensified
after 1976 [1]. The resolution of this struggle during the 1990s will
seemingly grant considerable power to the Left (a reversal of trends in
other parts of the world). This makes South Africa an important
contemporary focal point for social theorists. It is thus hardly
surprising to find Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCS) theorists
engaged in trying to understand the South African phenomenon, and in
the process often re-working CCS itself (Tomaselli, Tomaselli, Louw &
Chetty, 1988; Tomaselli, 1988; and Muller & Tomaselli, 1989).

During the 1970s CCS theorists of the Birmingham School were
closely tied to the growing LEFTIST concern at the ’'collapse of the
Marxist dream’[2] -- a collapse first significantly manifested within
the Western European communist parties of the 1970s (and spreading to
Eastern Europe in the 1980s). This collapse was associated with the
failures of Marxist-Lenininism. However, because Marxism, and then
Marxist-Leninism had come to dominate so much of the leftist discourse,

a collapse of this particular interpretation of leftist praxis rippled

through the entire left-wing, negatively affecting even those leftist
pqsitions outside (and often opposed to) the Marxist-Leninist camp.
Thomas Kuhn (1974) notes how once a paradigm becomes dominant, this
ascendant position tends to wipe out the memory of an era when this was
notathe case. So it is that many leftists (both Marxist and others)
have ’forgotten’ that Marx had to engage in battles with other leftist
positions (eg. Bakunin, Proudon, Lasalle and Feuerbach) in order to

establish the hegemony [3] of his particular vision (see Kolakowski,



1981: Vol 1). Following Marx’s success, Marxism became ’'naturalized’
as ’'mainstream’ leftist discourse; a naturalization that was
institutionalized by the Second International (1889-1914). The next
battle was between Lenin’s interpretation of Marxism and that of
Bernstein's (social-democracy). Lenin won and his success was
naturalized and institutionalized by the Third International (1919-
1943). The hegemony of the Marxist and Marxist-Leninist
interpretation/s was never absolute within the Left: there were always
many socialisms. However, the hegemony of Marx, and later of his
Leninist followers certainly exerted a very powerful narrowing
influence on leftist theory and practice.

If the crisis and disintegration of Marxist-Leninism is not to be
translated into a full-scale rout of theAentire 'leftist project’ (see
Robertson, 1985: 181), then some ’'new thinking’ on the Left is now
urgently required (see Habermas, 1990). The collapse of Eastern Europe,
to some extent, transported the left back to the fluidity of the 1850s-
1860s. The era when so many simply acquiesced to the idea that there
was one ’'correct’ definition of what it means to be leftist’, is over.
The possibility for debate and new thinking is consequently opened up.
Such rethinking will have to break out of the bounds of all past
'naturalizations’ and methodological 'purities’. The rethinking will
require an openness to the full range of leftist possibilities from
anarchist to social-democrat, and for a diversity of ’'mixes’ between

U"these. (Furthermore, for the purposes of such debate the ’zone’ where
social democrat blurs into 'liberal’ should not be too clearly
demarcated). However, because Marxism and Marxist-Leninism have become
so deeply entangled with the left-wing project as a whole, any

'rethink’ will need to work from this legacy (which contains both



negative and positive features). This will require an engagement with
historical materialism. Ultimately, however, I would agree with
Habermas’® (1979) view that it is an engagement that will require a
reconstruction of historical materialism.

CCS represents one particular attempt to rethink leftist praxis and
to deal with the ’collapse of the Marxist dream’. In dealing with this
collapse CCS turned to an examination of the relationship between
communication and power within historical material contexts. A
European leftist to have also moved in this direction was Jurgen
Habermas (1990). CCS is thus a 'New Leftist’ [4] attempt to ’'re-
formulate’ historical materialism in a way that this paradigm can meet
the challenges of a multinational ’'Information Age’ capitalism; the
'post-modern’ era; and the methodological problems (theoretical and
practical) within Marxism. Much of the collapse of the Marxist dream
has been due to inertia (one might even say a conservatism): many
Marxists -- especially Marxist-Leninists -- clung to a view of the
world that was rooted in Victorian capitalism (the mode of production
confronted by Marx himself) (see Habermas, 1990: 11-12). As the
capitalist mode of production mutated into the electronic and
Information Age, many Marxists got left behind. The New Left-oriented
CCS attempted to deal with the ’'new’ capitalism wherein the
superstructures had become so dominant. For CCS, a left-wing concern
with challenging capitalism meant coming to grips with communication,
culture, ideology, and hegemony (Hall et al, 1980). In other words, it
meant coming to terms with superstructural phenomena, and the
relationship between superstructural phenomena and power relationships

(wherein povwer relationships were understood to have both material and



subjective dimensions). CCS was an intellectual intervention aimed at
understanding, and/or redressing the declining intellectual and
political (hegemonic) fortunes of the Left within a world where
capitalism, instead of withering away, was becoming stronger. As
Richard Johnson (director of the Birmingham School) said, this
intellectual interventionist approach manifested itself in a CCS
concern with the "relationship between academic knowledges and
political aspirations" (Johnson in Punter, 1986: 277).

CCS subsequently migrated to South Africa in the 1980s (Tomaselli
et al 1983; Tomaselli, 1985a, 1986b; Muller & Tomaselli, 1989; and
EKUS, 1989). This migration took place as a part of the rapid
importation and proliferation of many leftist theories into South
African academe. (This trend was a reversal of the declining fortunes
of leftist theories in First World academe). This growth of a
significant South African academic-left was a parallel development to
the emergence of a strong internal leftist constituency following the
Soweto uprising in 1976. In South Africa, CCS faced many of the same
concerns as those which had confronted the 'New Left' in Europe or
North America, which is not surprising given the international nature
of multinational capitalism, and the international crisis of Leftist
praxis. For this reason, criticising South African CCS for being
"harnessed to European intellectual climates" (Masilela, 1988) is a
spurious argument. However, South African CCS also faced some unique
and contextually specific concerns.

‘'The South African Left [5] -- both within the South African
Communist Party (SACP) and without -- finds itself in the peculiar
position of being relatively ascendant at a time when the Left (in its

various forms) is in decline and crisis elsewhere in the world. In



fact, the South African Left faces the real prospect of inheriting some
degree of power during the 1990s. However, this power will almost
certainly be 'diluted’ because it will be ’'shared’ with sections of the
old ruling hegemony. This possibility of power raises numerous
questions and problems, especially around the issue of how a (leftist)
counter-hegemony transforms itself so as to become hegemonic in
society. This is made especially problematic given the declining
fortunes of the Left elsewhere, and given the legacy of distorted
leftist praxis in its Leninist-Marxist form. For CCS, a ’'New Left'’
initiative concerned with the superstructures, and embedded within the
broader South African Left, presents a fascinating context for
engagement. |

Meeting the challenge of engaging with this context calls for a
critical appraisal of (local and international) Leftist theory and
practice. Hence in the current context, raising and discussing
questions becomes a valuable exercise; and not necessarily with a view
to finding hard and fast 'New Leftist’ solutions to the questions.
Quite the opposite -- given the disasters that have resulted from the
past leftist orthodoxies that have congealed from previous struggles,
one might hope that those involved in the South African struggle will
desist from codifying and reifying any of their ’'solutions’. 1In fact,
CCS holds that any ’solutions’ given would vary, and indeed change,
depending on the position (historically and materially) of the person
dealing with the issue to be solved. Further, a solution offered would
vary depending on the power relationships in which such a person found
him/herself, and the discourse into which s/he were interpellated at

that historical material juncture. Hence this thesis will not provide



'solutions’; rather it seeks primarily to raise questions, problems and

challenges from a South African ’'New Left’/CCS perspective. But, in

the very act of raising and discussing questions, ’'answers’ emerge.
These ’'answers’, however, must be seen to be ’'relative’ and
historically materially specific -- ie. they are embedded in a

particular moment. They can mean little more than that which their

specificity gives then.
Problems/challenges for the South African Left in the early 1990s

are the following:

¥ Since February 1990 the internal context has changed -- this requires
a new approach to left-wing mobilization and organization. What was
appropriate for.counter-hegemonic resistance is not necessarily
appropriate for building hegemony. For example, due to years of
bannings, state harassment, and mainstream media hostility etc, the
South African Left failed to communicate with the non-left. This is,
in part, tied to the emphasis on in-group solidarity as a
clandestine organizing principle. The changed context requires that
the Left redefines its notion of 'struggle’ into a form appropriate
to winning votes and building alliances between different
constituencies. It should be of concern to leftists that the main
leftist nodal point -- the African National Congress =-- had
difficulties, during the first year of its unbanning, in restructu-
ring itself into a form of struggle that fitted the changed needs.

* The collapse of East European Marxist-Leninism deprived the South
African Left of an ally, and sources of finance. Leninists-Marxists
had traditionally chosen to serve the interests of people who had

become revolutionary because of their conditions of impoverishment.

As the 20th Century Progressed, this was increasingly manifested in



Soviet support for national liberation movements in the Third World
[6] -- like the ANC. At the same time the Soviets rejected
socialists (such as the British Labour Party) who served the
interests of the 'labour aristocracy’ of the First World. The
collapse of East European ’state socialism’ therefore greatly
strengthened the hand of the South African Right in the battle for
hegemony. (This seems to have been one important reason behind the
National Party (NP) government’s shift from armed conflict to
'negotiations’ in February 1990). The East European model may only
have represented one particular form of a broad range of positions
constituting 'the Left’ (Robertson,'1985: 181). However, the
collapse of this model sent ripples through the entire spectrum of’
left-wing positions. Ironically, even the position of the South
African non-Stalinist left (who have been long-critical of Stalinist
state socialism) -- such as the popularists, the ’'New Left’, and
even Trotskyists -- has been seriously weakened by the events of
1989 in Eastern Europe. Hence the ’'New Left’ and/or CCS now face
many of the same challenges/problems posed to the wider South
African Left. It is possible that in the medium-to-long term -- in
a world re-ordered around the North-South axis -- that the South’s
(see footnote 4) control of oil-revenues may ultimately become a new
source of backing for leftist opposition to multi-national
capitalism (MNC). But even if this were to occur, during the short-
term reshuffling following the collapse of state socialism, the Left
faces significant problems.

The East European collapse has discredited (perhaps prematurely in

terms of Third World problems) the notion‘of social planning. Market



economics is now in favour -- a laissez faire approach that seems to

complement and/or be linked to both the post-modern condition and the
adoption of information technology. The irony is that in the South
African context it is the very notion of planning (and state
intervention), as a means of overcoming the massive socio-economic
problems and mass misery, wherein lies the real appeal for
socialism-as-planning. It may be that South Africa is not yet ready
for a post-structural and post-modern world because of the legacy of
apartheid. South Africa may first have to pass through a
’structural’ or 'modern’ period. But given the East European
experience, the South African Left will now be forced to consider

’ democracy

the questions of central planning versus a producers
versus a market (whether capitalist or ’'socialist’).
The collapse of Soviet hegemony shifted the world balance of power
toward a world capitalist hegemonic ascendancy. This hegemony is
closely aligned to South African centre-right forces, now
represented by the 'reformed’ National Party and its allies). This
would be a real political and economic threat to South African
leftists should they win the first one-person-one-vote elections.
The ascendancy of world capitalism also dramatically increases the
probability of the South African left being co-opted, rather than
becoming ascendant. South Africa could become just another Third
World dependency of multinational capitalism (MNC), ruled by a
comprador ruling elite. (See Fanon, 1968, for a discussion of such
social formations). In other words, the South African struggle may
still be co-opted (in a manner similar to the way elements of the

Kenyan Mau-Mau were transformed into a tame 'nationalist’ comprador

class). With the world balance of power having shifted in favour of



MNC, the local Right’s position has been greatly strengthened. The
Right, in conjunction with world-MNC forces, will almost certainly
invest considerable energy into co-opting sections of the Congress
alliance into a comprador relationship with MNC. (If this succeeds,
this will insert South Africa into an alliance with the North in a
North-South polarized world). Such a co-opted group would, of
course, be in a position to trade upon prior links to 'the
struggle’. And, by manipulating calls to ’'solidarity’, this group
will be in a strong position to construct a reified hegemony. Such
a comprador group with prior ’'struggle’ links will even be in a
position to effectively use ’'socialist’ rhetoric as a means of
engendering mass support, while de facto serving MNC interests. (In
other words, ’'superstructural’ power relationships will appear to
have changed, but material power relationships will be, by and
large, unaltered). If the South African Left allowed this to occur,
'socialism’ would be still further discredited. One might then find
the South African left ultimately congealing around other nodal
points (a break-away from the Congress-alliance? PAC? AZAPO? etc)
and linking themselves to the ’'South’ in a North-South éonflict.
Historical materialism, socialism and Marxism are facing major
theoretical challenges to their validity across a wide front, ranging
from the 'New Right’ to post-modernists. This leftist theoretical
malaise became apparent in Western Europe/North America during the
1970s (see Hanninen & Paldan, 1984), and in the Eastern Europe during
the 1980 (when their ’'Marxist’ ruling elites seemingly 'lost their
nerve' -- in part, based upon a recognition of this malaise -- and

tried to unsuccessfully implement ’revolutions from above’). The



South African Left cannot operate like an island -- this world-wide
crisis of leftist praxis will impact on, and hence have to be dealt
with, in the local context. Both locally and internationally the
"New Left’ are in a better position to deal with the malaise/crisis
because, unlike orthodox Marxists, the ’New Left’ has developed a
theoretical tradition of both acknowledging and trying to deal with
the inadequacies of orthodox historical materialism, socialism and
Marxism. In the process, the New Left has developed a storehouse of
leftist conceptual tools which offer some hope of finding a way out
of the crisis.

A new mode of production -- centred on information technology and
instantaneous world-wide electronic communication -- has become
dominant in the era of MNC. Once more capitalism has demonstrated a
capacity for mutating and evolving (in ways unforeseen by Marx) in
such a way as to confound the predicted collapse of capitalism.
Orthodox historical materialism (and conventional socialism) has
shown itself to be ill-equipped to analytically deal with this new
mode of production and social relations wherein the superstructures
are so dominant. This thesis will give prominence to both the
Frankfurt School and Enzensberger's challenge to Marxists over this
issue,

What constituency should the South African Left seek to serve? -- the
working class (ie. virtually a ’labour aristocracy’ in contemporary
South Africa?); an alliance between the working class and the lumpen
proleteriat?; or an alliance between the working class and the petit
bourgeoisie (a petit-bourgeoisie increasingly becoming the ’workers’
who staff the electronic communication network)? and so on. Dealing

with choices such as these will create tensions within the Left. The
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choice of a constituency will have enormous consequences -- for
example, if the 'Leninist’ route (to serve the weakest and most
disadvantaged) is chosen, an on-going conflict with MNC will result.
If, on the other hand, a social-democrat (’Bernstein’) approach is
adopted -- ie. serving a labour aristocracy (an ’'aristocracy’ which
may include both workers and the petit bourgeoisie) -- then serious
conflict with MNC will be avoided.
¥ The South African Left’s constituency has expectations which are so
high that they are unlikely to be fulfilled in the short-to-medium
term (if ever). Amongst a significant grassroots sector of this
constituency, these expectations are often linked to a 'cut-and-
paste’ Marxism/socialism, which manifests itself as a shallow
rhetoric. This is likely to put a severe strain on any future Leftist
hegemony.
Solving the above problems/challenges presents the South African Left
with the prospects of intense activity (theoretical and practical) for
at least the short to medium term. A New Left initiative like CCS
offers one of the potential (leftist) approaches for dealing with these
above problems/challenges. Each approach will have its strengths and
weaknesses. Each has its place in tackling the unfolding social
problems of South Africa. But given the less than ideal track record
of the ’'non-New Left’ approaches, both overseas and locally, the
importation of CCS into South Africa seems a valuable exercise:
applying CCS to thié context may just throw up some useful insights and
’solutions®’ that the other Leftist approaches will ’miss’'. 1In
particular, a South African-based CCS (situated amidst such stark re-

orderings of power relationships during the next decade) potentially
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has much to contribute in the field of developing an understanding of
the relationship between power and superstructural arrangements (eg.
culture, knowledge, ideology, and the media). Further, because a South
African CCS will be witness to a shift from counter-hegemony (ie.
struggle) to a Leftist hegemony, considerable potential exists for
developing an understanding of a praxis of culture, knowledge, ideology

and the media.

DEFINING ’THE STRUGGLE’

Before one can ’'rethink’ the struggle, it is first necessary to
define what 'the struggle' is and/or has been. Amongst the South
African Left the term ’the struggle’ has been so extensively used that
it has tended to become cliched or rhetorical. Yet beneath the
appearance of this cliche lay a process all too real for those caught
up in a society engaged in the civil war of the 1980s. Hence, terms
like ’the struggle’ became too important to be ignored, or worse still,
dismissed as mere rhetoric, or cliched. Rather, a term like ’'the
struggle’ merits being moved out of the realm of rhetoric, with its
substance, descriptive and explanatory power being recognised. This is
of particular importance for those engaged in applying CCS to the South
African context, since CCS is, as Richard Johnson has noted, concerned
with the "relationship between academic knowledges and political
aspirations” (in Punter, 1986: 277). A CCS in South Africa will be
centrally concerned with ’'the struggle’ and its relationship to the
superstructures.

The point about the notion of ’the struggle’ is that it has meant
different things to different people. 1In part, this is deliberate:

movements like the African National Congress (ANC) and United
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Democratic Front (UDF) have been characterised as being multi-class,
multi-party, multi-ethnic, multi-religious ’'movements’' or 'alliances’.
This meant that a ’'vagueness’ when it came to policy was an advantage
in the 1980s. Defining too closely what ’'the struggle’' was and what
its aims were would have been counter-productive for the construction
of the broadest possible alliance against apartheid. Since the
unbanning of the ANC in 1990, however, this vagueness has, to some
extent, become a liability in the process of constituency building for
a future election (particularly since the ANC lost the 'middle ground’
following its unbanning).

However, perhaps the very ’'vagueness' of the notion of ’'the
struggle' in part served to 'define’ it in the South Africa of the
1980s: the notion acquired sufficient substance for it to have a
recognisable ’'meaning’. Those in the Left ’alliance’ knew they were
involved, and knew what they meant by ’'struggle’. Those outside and
opposed to the ’alliance’ were aware of its existence and their
hostility to it. Applying Robertson’s (1985: 30; see footnote 1)
definition of ’left-wing’ and ’right-wing’ to to those ’'inside’ and
'outside’ the alliance helps to give some substance to what the
struggle meant.

A key feature of the anti-apartheid struggle is that most South
African Marxists and social democrats thrgw in their lot with the left-
wing Congress alliance. The SACP forms an important part of the |
Congress movement, and has ’backgrounded’ the notion of 'class
strﬁggle’ through its adoption of the ’two-stage’ theory of revolution.
The United Democratic Front (UDF) attracted, amongst others, many of
the country’s social democrats; and the Congress of South African Trade

Unions (COSATU) has provided a home for workerists. By the end of the
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1980s the ANC, UDF, COSATU and SACP collectively constituted the
components of the left-wing mass democratic movement (MDM)., Within the
MDM constituency, socialists and Marxists formed an important, and
growing, sub-constituency, especially since this grouping had its base

amongst especially the black youth which is demographically on the

increase. In this sense South Africa has gone against the
international trend -- South Africa in the 1990s is a place where
communists and socialists have a significant mass following. To some

extent this mass following developed as a result of 40-years of the NP-
government’s virulent anti-communist and anti-socialist propaganda.
Hatred for the NP’'s apartheid policies was translated into an
’adherence’ for that which the NP opposed. At one level then it is an
'adherence’ that sometimes takes the form of a shallow ’'cut-and-paste
Marxist' rhetoric at the grassroots level of political organization.
But at another level, the success of communism and socialism in South
Africa is the outcome of the realistic flexibility of South African
leftist theoreticans and practitioners, who adopted a popularist
'revisionism’,

What is clear is that socialism -- in both its Marxist-Leninist and
other forms -- has become a significant factor in contemporary South
Africa. South African socialists have adopted two different strategies
for furthering their constituency's interests: (1) through a popular-
alliance; and (2) through a workerist (trade unionist) route. The
workerists -- seeing class conflict as central --. seek to organise a
specifically working class constituency so that, if in a post-apartheid
society, the bourgeoisie and petit-bourgeoisie are ascendant, the

working class (socialists) will have an organised voice,
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The popularists have down-played ’class struggle’ in favour of a
broad anti-apartheid struggle, a key feature of the struggle, having
represented the position of the ANC and UDF. Even COSATU and the SACP
have subsumed themselves into this popularist alliance (although
tensions can be expected to develop over time along the currently muted
popularist-workerist cleavage). The result was the growth of a Left-
alliance that had a membership wider than only communists and
socjialists (ie. it also successfully incorporated nationalists, social-
democrats and even some liberals into a leftist project). Communists
and socialists within the popular alliance have then either not been
Marxists or they have been de facto 'practical’ revisionists. It is
this de facto (practical) revisionism which is of central significance
for this thesis: there is a need to formalize this ’'revision’ and to
theoretically ’rethink’ what is meant by ’'the struggle’ and ’the Left'’
within such a popular alliance. It is thus the popular-alliance
strategy, of both the MDM and the ANC, which interests this writer.
This is because such a strategy may have been pragmatic, but it
significantly ALTERED Marxist theory: it means that the South African
'struggle’ did not conform to a Marxist (ie. class) one, although it
contained significant proletarian and Marxist voices. The lessons for
leftist praxis are clear. The success of Marxism in South Africa would
appear to be tied to the pragmatic 'revisionism’ adopted by Marxists
and socialists over decades of work within a popularist struggle,
Through this pragmatism, the South African Left came to represent a
conétituency very similar to that of Solidarity in Poland; but with a
major difference -- whereas in Poland, labels like ’'socialist’ and
"Marxist’ are dirty words, in South Africa they are adopted with pride

by this Leftist constituency. For this reason, South Africa seems
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destined to be the last major country in the world in which 'Marxists’
(and even Leninists) will have a significant influence over policy.
This gives the South African struggle a significance beyond South
Africa itself. This scenario places a particular burden onto the
shoulders of the South African Left -- to demonstrate that ’'socialism’
and ’'democracy’ are not counterpoles (an impression that the legacy of
Leninist vanguardist rule in Eastern Europe has left). If socialism is
to have meaning it needs to derive from a grassroots base, and hence
should be inseparable from democracy. A challenge is to actually
construct such a democratic-socialism. A key assumption in this thesis
is that the construction of such a democracy will be centrally tied up
with the communication policy and media infrastructure in society. The
Information Age has developed the technology for an interactive
democracy (public sphere). If the Left is serious about empowering
’the masses’ then it has to demonstrate a ’trust’ for those same masses
(something that vanguardism does not do) -- this means putting in place
a dialogical ’'public sphere’ which would enable the grassroots to make
themselves heard. This conception of a Left hegemony is premised upon
a move away from not only vanguardist leadership, but even away from
the notion of ’consultati