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Putting the ANC
briefing notes to bed?

he South African Communist Party
(SACP) released it’s response to the
briefing notes amid much concern
as to what they actually represented.

Cosatu and other activists questioned

what the notes said about the Alliance and

the African National Congress (ANC). In
many respects, the SACP response
sidesteps this question while at the same
time revealing serious political
inadequacies.

The SACP welcomed the briefing notes
as being the cataylst for sparking a debate
within the Alliance but at the same time,
pointed to a number of incorrect and
dangerous issues in the briefing notes.
These include:

U The briefing notes attempted to avoid
discussions on issues of difference that
have emerged within the Alliance such
as the growth, employment and
redstribution strategy (Gear) and
privatisation.

U The focus on the strength and influence
of ‘non and anti-ANC tendencies within
Cosatu’ could have the effect of
enhancing the influence and prestige of
anti-ANC forces in the trade unions and
mass movement.

U The briefing notes have the potential to
discourage debate.

U The briefing notes could lead to witch-
hunts, a ‘dogmatic closing of ranks’ and
deepening of divisions within the
Alliance.

The adoption of a ‘briefing note’
by the ANC’s NEC last year, which
accused elements in Cosatu of
‘counterrevolutionary’ and ‘ultra-
leftist’ plans to launch a political
party, remains a thorn in the side
of some. Dinga Sikwebu
concludes the SACP’s response
Jails to take into account the
changes taking place in the ANC.

While few will deny the dangers in the
briefing notes as identified by the
politburo, the SACP response still has
glaring weaknesses. It fails to point out the
real agenda behind the briefing notes.

The basis for the Alliance

The briefing notes should not be seen in
isolation of an attempt by the ANC
leadership to re-organise the Alliance on a
new basis - a basis where Cosatu and the
SACP are more subordinate. This is not a
new agenda. In fact, the briefing notes
have huge ‘cut-and-paste’ chunks from an
ANC NEC discussion document issued in
October 2000.At the time, the national
executive committee NEC document
raised alarm bells on potential ultra-leftism
within Cosatu.
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A year down the line such a possibility
has become real, according to the briefing
notes.There exists a group within Cosatu
that harbours political ambitions of the
federation becoming the ‘primary political
home’ of an ultra-left tendency, the briefing
notes argue. If we are to believe the
briefing notes, among the aims of this
tendency is the transformation of Cosatu
into a political formation independent of
the ANC.The views of this tendency in
Cosatu, the authors of the briefing notes
claim, are ‘often expressed as official
policy of the federation’.

The evidence for claims of an ultra-left
tendency, as identified by the authors of
the briefing notes, is reflected in:

U Cosatu’s decision to embark on a strike
against privatisation;

U4 the determination to continue with the
anti-privatisation campaign;

4 persistent calls for an Alliance political
centre and a common Alliance
programme;

U a decision by Cosatu to call on its office
bearers to step down from the ANC
NEC;

Q calls for an end to Gear and adoption of
a new growth path;

U the decision by Cosatu to convene a
People’s Summit made up of
‘organisations of civil society’;

U Cosatu’s criticism of the government
position on Zimbabwe and HIV/AIDS;

U the ‘tendency in the pronouncements
of some of the senior leadership to seek
media publicity at the expense of the
ANC and government’;

U4 the SACP’s decision to relaunch itself ‘as
a mass party’ being viewed as an
accomplice to the ‘left rebellion’;

U calls for an Alliance political centre
being viewed as an attempt to foster
‘co-governance’ against ANC leadership
of the Alliance.

Mass struggle and independent mass

formations were viewed as threats that
must be nipped in the bud.That is the
message of the briefing notes but the
SACP’s response failed to reveal this.
Welcoming the notes’ reaffirmation of the
Alliance is a political disservice.The
briefing notes call for a different Alliance.
One that is not a coordinator of struggle
and transformation; one where Cosatu and
the SACP are subordinate partners.
Ultimately, the briefing notes propose a
new basis for the Alliance - one that is
different from the one agreed to on 9 May
1990 when the ANC-Cosatu-SACP Alliance
was formally constituted.

ANC and the working class

The briefing notes reflect the deep forces
at play within the Alliance.They reveal
attempts by the ANC to restructure its
relationship with the working class so that
the latter is nothing else but an electoral
base. Secondly, they reflect what has been
happening to the ANC as an organisation.
Since the ANC’s move into
governmental office, there has been an
intensification of a campaign to
restructure the relationship between the
ANC and the working class.The struggles
by the working class are not refracting
through the ANC as the organisation has
become ‘struggle-shy’. The policies being
pursued by the ANC government have
been the target of criticism by key
working class formations.The ANC is
cutting itself adrift from the working class
while at the same time there has been a
weakening of the ANC as an organisation.
It is common cause that branches through
which the working class is supposed to
express itself, are weak if non-existent.The
ANC is no longer dependent on working
class bodies and branches to drive policy
formulation. What is even more critical is
the relationship that has been developing
between the ANC as an organisation and
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Cosatu members demonstrate against privatisation.

the state.

At the centre of the disagreements in
the Alliance is the fact the policy
formulation does not reside in the ANC
but in the state.Also important to note has
been the transformation of the ANC in a
way that makes the organisation mirror
the state. Among many of the initiatives
aimed at mimicking the state was the 1997
decision to hold national conferences
every five years, similar to terms of
government. Presently, the ANC is
restructuring its branches so as to
coincide with boundaries of local
authorities.

With such fundamental changes taking
place, it is surprising that the politburo
discussion document makes no references
to what has been happening to the ANC as
an organisation. Detaching the ANC from
the working class requires a restructured
Alliance. It requires an acquiescent SACP. It
requires a Cosatu, which according to one
leader in the federation, is nothing more

than an ‘ANC Workers League’. Cosatu and
the SACP are only useful insofar as they
help manage discontent within the
working class.A fighting Cosatu and an
independent SACP are stumbling blocks in
the big project of transforming the ANC
into a party of capital with the working
class as an electoral base.

A glaring weakness in the SACP
politburo discussion document is how the
threat of muzzling debate posed by the
briefing notes is linked to trampling of
popular democracy at a societal level.
Neoliberalism is the opposite of popular
democracy.To succeed neoliberalism
cannot afford a situation where policy
options are opened to popular democratic
decision making. Developments in other
countries have demonstrated how under
neoliberalism, power becomes
concentrated in the executive and it is the
economic ministries that wield power
within the executive.These features are
evident in our country.
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