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     Reviewed by:
 	 The Next Liberation Struggle: capitalism, socialism and democracy in southern Africa
 
	 Stephen Greenbergstephen@khanya-aicdd.org
 

 
 
 John S Saul (2006) The Next Liberation Struggle: capitalism, socialism and democracy in southern Africa.
 
  John Saul's collection of essays on southern Africa from the past decade is organised into three main parts. The first part consists of some of Saul's reflections on capitalism, socialism and democracy in Africa. The second part considers the reasons for the failure of the various left or progressive state projects on the continent since the first years of decolonisation. The third part provides some more detailed insight into South Africa's own transition.
 Saul begins by outlining the history of what he calls the 'thirty years war for Southern African Liberation'. This starts with the banning of the liberation movements in South Africa and the rise of Tanzania as a base for launching armed struggles for liberation in the early 1960s, and ends with the liberation of Namibia and the unbanning of the South African liberation movements in 1990. He sets out his basic thesis here: that capitalism cannot deliver in Africa, either materially or politically, and that socialism - however unfeasible in may appear to be - is the only alternative. In sub-Saharan Africa (excluding South Africa), Saul says, 'there is some capital but not a lot of capitalism. The predominant social relations are still not capitalist, nor is the prevailing logic of production' (17). Saul makes a powerful argument in this regard, showing that Africa is dominated by capitalism but that the vast majority of the population accrue very few of the material benefits of that system. This is a structural problem that cannot be resolved within a capitalist framework, especially where the ideologically dominant perception of Africa is that it 'is not so much a system of states, still less a continent of people in need of a better life, [but] simply a geographic - or geological [End Page 195] - terrain, offering this or that opportunity to make money' (18). Saul does not hold out much hope for the survival of liberal democracy on the continent, given that 'the class and productive bases for a stable hegemonic bourgeoisie are just not there', and in reference to the debt that exploded following structural adjustment, 'democracy cannot sustain the debt, the debt cannot sustain democracy' (29).
 Given the unlikelihood of liberal democracy rooting itself in the region, a question of the alternative arises. The task the left has ahead of it is to build a popular democracy as the necessary political form to support any future socialist economic reconstruction. Saul characterises popular democracy as the creation of institutional guarantees for free and open political interactions, the definition of a possible place for market mechanisms while simultaneously reasserting social control over the economy, confronting the reality of gender and racially based oppressions, and incorporating the legitimate claims of ethnic and religious diversity and the imperatives of environmental sensitivity. Leaning heavily on Issa Shivji's writing on popular democracy, Saul points out the centrality of rooting any approach to popular democracy in positions on imperialism, state and class, and class struggle (162).
 Whether this is possible or not is an open question. As Saul says, 'the "historically necessary" is not always the "historically possible"' (79). Building popular democracy is a painstaking job but can be done on the basis of the myriad examples of popular resistance and grassroots organisation found in contemporary African society, even if these are not necessarily constructed on the basis of a socialist consciousness at the outset. From these it may be possible to begin the process of 'build[ing] certain alternatives within the capitalist framework that will tend to undermine the capitalist logic', as Saul approvingly cites veteran South African trade unionist Enoch Godongwana (82).
 Given his historical involvement in the liberation struggles of southern Africa as an 'activist-academic', Saul has many insights into the reasons for the failure of progressive statist projects in Africa during the 30 years war. He seeks to strike a balance between external factors and internal factors. Of primary importance from an external point of views was the global neo-liberal 'counter-revolution' (to borrow from...
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