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Towards the end of last year a Genevese sociologist, Jean Ziegler, had his second book on Africa published in 
the Collection Idees of La Nouvelle Francaise, thus taking his place in a list of eminent authors and researchers. 

This is a political-sociological study of contemporary African history for which Ziegler has drawn on theories 
of certain existentialist political philosophers, discussed them, rejected some Marxian concepts, 

The following account of Ziegler's issue is based on his book supplemented by a long conversation with him. 

T H E genesis of the leading classes 
in the non-industrialised countries, 

the perversion of so many revolutions, 
the phenomenon of extra-proletarian 
social alienation, all are of great 
interest to social scientists. Africa's 
history today is a violent struggle be
tween antagonistic classes for power 
and for control of the state. Most of 
the 32 signatories to the Charter of 
Addis-Ababa are succumbing to the 
tyranny of the clan of which the 
successive stages are : suppression of 
fundamental liberties, the single party, 
a presidential dictatorship and, finally, 
the domination of one man or group 
struggling for political or physical 
survival against a more and more dis
contented people. Why has the A f r i 
can Revolution, in the Hegelian sense 
of passage from quantity to quality, 
failed to achieve it objectives, objec
tives not just of economic develop
ment, but of the creation of a unified 
State where a classless society could 
live under a socialist, equalitarian 
democracy? 

In examining the political acts of 
African leaders since independence, 
the causes of social contradictions in 
African life can be determined. 

Ziegler has picked out three case 
types, Ghana, the Congo Republic and 
Egypt. A l l three aspired to the crea
t ion of an unified State. A l l of them 
present three types of original social 
alienation. They developed a new 
leading class which, by its very exis
tence, contradicts the avowed goal of 
the State and, in the case of the Congo 
and Ghana, aroused the armed opposi
t ion of a fraction of the population. 

Notions of class conscience are 
applied throughout the study. The 
precedent was set by Ghana, There, 
the Revolution came f rom the base in 
the form of the Convention People's 
Party. I ts nationalist movement was 
among the oldest and the most struc
tured in Africa. ( I t drew on Gandhism 
and, searching for an example, looked 
to Indian leadership which should have 
been consolidated then, at the same 
time as leadership of the Indian 
minorit ies in Africa, An Oxford-educat
ed Indian elite is today at a disadvant
age against supple Chinese tactics.) 

In Ghana, a revolutionary core formed 
around 20 young intellectuals in 1949, 
By their action and thoughts, the small 
group succeeded in crystallising the 
majority's w i l l for independence. 
Parallelly, it created, on the Bolshevik 
model, an organisation of cadres 
which, when the moment came, was 
ready to receive, and channalise a 
consenting people seeking leaders. The 
Convention People's Party (C P P) won 
independence wi th the support of the 
people and, without fresh consent, it 
has led the people along the path of 
socialism. 

Ghanian New Class 
Orthodox Marxists would say Ghana 

is a socialist state in the proper sense 
of the term. Ghanian evolution since 
1957 consists of the Africanisation of 
cadres, regressive nationalisation, 
progressive uniformity of the press, a 
sincere effort at redistributing national 
income and the inst i tut ion of a single 
party. According to this view this 
evolution marks the principal stages 
towards scientific socialism which is 
what Nkrumah wants to effect. If that 
were so, Ghana would then today be 
a unified strong State where an entire 
people, behind a freely chosen leader, 
struggles against a reactionary and corr-
rupt opposition for an increasingly just 
and free society. Ghanian society would 
no longer contain objective contradic
tions, no more latent conflicts. However, 
the Ghanian new class seems to orginate 
from a perversion of the national 
movement. Instead of developing his 
strongly entrenched mass party, a party 
of militants prepared for battle, which 
is the true weapon of Revolution, 
Nkrumah forcibly integrated nearly 
two mi l l ion men and women who pos
sess neither the w i l l nor the required 
revolutionary conscience for the under
taking he has proposed. It may be a 
valuable argument for propaganda to 
affirm the C P P mission. But to make 
it the basis of a policy constitutes an 
objective error which has been partial
ly responsible for the breakup of the 
C P P . Nkrumah eliminated leaders of 
the Right and of the Left. The country 
is afflicted w i t h corruption and is 
under the grip of terrorism and 

repression. There is no one to advise 
Nkrumah, and he remains isolated. 

In the Congo, on the other hand, a 
revolutionary movement never really 
existed. Independence came almost as 
a surprise. Coming from outside, i n 
dependence by the very weight of its 
presence, had created a precarious 
unity impracticable, but it broke up in 
less than five months after indepen
dence. Lumumba's solitary venture 
united individuals l inked by no other 
ties than those of the tribe, of pro
vincial prejudices and at times of 
religion, into a lofty but temporary 
sociery. Though the Revolution has 
not yet taken place, the man who 
wanted i t , conceived it and started it 
is already lost. Lumumba's attempt to 
impose on his unconscious country, 
torn and under foreign tutelage, a 
total recasting of structures and his 
own social vision seems as absurd as 
the equalitarian dream of Robespierre 
confronting France dominated by the 
Girondins. In a Sartrian light, which 
covers man in his totality, his needs, 
passions and deeds in addition to 
economic conflict, Lumumba's under
taking was a revolutionary act and not 
a gesture. 

The difference is important. 
Lumumba was an authentic revolu
tionary who straightaway accepted the 
contradictions of his existence. He 
wanted the ends as well as the means. 
His revolt was not that of the pro 
letarian, but of the discontent evolue 
( in Belgian colonial terminology these 
were Africans assimilated by Belgian 
civilisation and who, because of this, 
received an indentity card which save 
them certain social advantages. 
Lumumba was an evolue and one of 
the founders of the National Congo
lese Movement). His universahsm, his 
instinctive distrust of any form of pro
vincialism and regionalism came from 
a fundamental error: he took his class 
to be the universal one committing 
the same mistake as the Girondine 
bourgeoisie. The French Revolution 
was his point of reference. It was only 
a subjective error. Objectively, Lum
umba fought for the necessary unity 
of the Congo. The masses were amor
phous, unformed. The Revolution had 
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to come from above. 

But Katanga seceded, Lumumba's 
undertaking failed and unity broke up. 
For one year there was a vacuum of 
power. Then an interesting phenomenon 
took place. A counter-elite, the Adoula 
government, was installed with the help 
of the U N . If the leading class is defin
ed as a minor i ty which uses or abuses 
its privileged position to follow a goal 
common to all its members, the coun
ter elite presents the same charac
teristics by definition, except that it is 
not in a privileged position. It con
tests the power of the leading class 
but contests it from inside. It is already 
present as a class, inside a social 
system, during the reign of the leading 
class and before its fal l . Defining class 
as a coherent minori ty pursuing the 
goals of its members is to seize upon 
only the kernel of this class. Society 
is a dynamic process, class limits are 
flexible, they evolve ceaselessly, Can 
one talk of a counter-elite when classes 
do not exist? The essential reality of 
an instantaneous society is its l imited 
existence in time. Its stratification is 
weak; it has a minimum structure and 
no institutions. It emerges from an 
exceptional situation (a sudden break
down of structures, a sudden transfer 
of power) and disappears wi th i t . 

The Adoula Government sought 
to reunite all the polit ical fac
tions in the country except 
Tshombe and the Conakar. Tr ibal 
and provincial parties had the 
majority, they prevented reinforce
ment of a central power. The new 
leading class, incompetent and wi th 
out roots among the people had no 
true hold over the country. The 
antagonism between the masses and the 
leading class was irrecoverable. The 
government was forced to abdicate 
its power in favour of a triumvirate. 
Anarchy replaced the State, central 
power disintegrated and Christopher 
Gbenye set up a Congolese Govern
ment in exile. The rupture between the 
leading class and the people was con
summated. 

In Egypt, the new class d id not 
arise spontaneously as it did in the 
other two states. The revolution was 
imposed by force, from above. A 
particular class of minor social im
portance, the Free Officers, took over 
the State and became the new all-
powerful and isolated leading class. 

The Egyptian Revolution of 1952 
poses problems for interpretation. 
Many of the most pertinent analyses 
come from Marxist theoreticians, 
notably Egyptian Marxists. From the 
beginning of the century there was a 

l imited but active group of Marxist 
intellectuals in Egypt. A good number 
died in concentration camps between 
1953 and 1958. The exiled ones con-
tinue to analyse and interpret their 
country's problems. To them July 23, 
1952 signifies no Revolution but a 
simple coup d'etat and the regime that 
resulted was a mi l i ta ry dictatorship 
To others, who lived through the July 
days, 1952 is a revolution, the young 
officers are revolutionaries. July 1952 
is certainly not October 1917. But it 
is much better than a Latin American 
pronunciamento. There is a revolu
tionary importance in the transfer al 
power to authentic Egyptians. 

UAR'S Free Officers 
Nasser's regime is authoritarian but 

dynamic. The economic and social 
structure of Egypt has changed much 
more, fundamentally, than at any other 
epoch of its long history, wi th the 
exception of that of Mehemet Ali 
Un t i l 1956, there was a liberal period 
when foreign capital was allowed to 
continue while Nasser established his 
machinery throughout the country. 
From 1956, a new policy of Arab 
socialism was inaugurated and reforms 
began to be effected. 

The Free Officers were a class form
ed outside the popular body, an isolat
ed coherent class, a late-comer to the 
struggle but who achieved a victory 
over the Muslim Brothers, the nationa
list bourgeoisie and the workers' 
movement, which is the most astoni
shing. But having gained power, the 
Free Officers found themselves in a 
paradoxical situation: charged with a 
liberating and popular mission they 
were radically cut of! from the people 
they wished to emancipate. In order 
to govern, a revolutionary movement, 
beyond a spontaneous adherence of 
crowds, needs circuits to transmit, to 
communicate, to have an organised 
and permanent dialogue wi th men. 
Three times, the Free Officers tried to 
create these mass organisations; they 
failed each time. 

In each of these three cases the 
leading classes were constituted 
differently. They acceded to power in 
particular situations and their policies 
are hardly comparable. 

The definition of the leading class as 
a coherent minori ty , conscious of i t 
self, using or abusing its privileged 
situation to exploit or oppress the 
masses in defending the paiticular 
interests of its members by collective 
action, allowed an identical point of 
view to be adopted in studying the 
three cases. On the practical plane, to 
define, the leading class in terms of 

power is to remain at the surface of 
things. That does not enlighten is on 
its constitutive mechanism. How does 
it emerge? Why, among all the social 
classes, is it the one that alone climbs 
to power? 

Lukacs, the Hungarian philosopher, 
one of the most original Marxist th in
kers, critic of existentialism, and posses
sing a more extensive, more con
temporary revolutionary experience 
than Marx (from afar the October 
Revolution, from at hand, the Revolu
t ion of Bela Kun) thinks that the 
struggle for domination amid violence 
is the rule. He recognises a plurality 
of classes wi th leadership potential 
and is less r igid in affirming the un-
iqui ty of the proletarian mission. The 
vocation to dominate signifies that it 
is possible from class interests, from 
class conscience to organise the whole 
of society in conformity wi th these 
interests. 

The question which, in the final 
analysis, decides every class struggle 
is which class, at a given moment, 
disposes of this capacity and class 
conscience? How could one, speaking 
of Ghana in 1956. of Egypt in 1952 
and the Congo in May I960, know 
which of these classes was designed by 
social evolution to be the authentic 
leading class? To Lukacs, what is im
portant here Is how conscious these 
classes are of the actions they must 
effectively execute to organise their 
dominant position. To what point 
does the class in question accomplishes 
consciously or unconsciously, wi th a 
true conscience or false, the tasks im
posed by history? These are not 
purely academic distinctions, for, 
independently of cultural problems, 
where dissension resulting en these 
cases are of decisive importance, the 
destiny of a class depends en its 
capacity to be clear-sighted in practi
cal decisions and to solve the problems 
which historical evolution imposes on 
i t . The economic infra-structure of 
society also plays a determining role. 

Lukacs defines class in terms of the 
system of ownership and the distri
bution of incomes in a given society. 
Lukacs' other concepts bring us con
siderably to a useful definition of a 
leading class, but this one cannot be 
accepted in the light of African 
facts. For example, the Free Officers 
are a leading class that are isolated, 
opposed to the city proletariat, to 
the peasants, to commercial bourgeoise 
and the civil service. Ownership does 
not distinguish them individually or 
as a class. 

For Lukacs, the final victory of a 

195 

http://experiei.ee


ANNUAL NUMBER FEBRUARY 1965 T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K L Y 

determined class over all others, and 
its formation into the leading class, 
expresses a historical necessity. If the 
Free Officers alone took over power 
and formed the leading class and 
organised the country in terms of 
their class interests, it was they alone 
who possessed the class conscience; 
they determined their action in a 
particular social context and historical 
situation. The same is true of the CPP 
in Ghana and the MNC of Lumumba. 

The problem of the leading class in 
Egypt, Ghana and the Congo leads up 
to examine their future evolution. 
Egypt and Ghana are already semi-
industrialised countries. In the Congo, 
the social bases for industrialisation 
are being laid. The gradual change in 
forms of production wil l necessarily 
transform relations between men. Pro
gressive industrialisation will lead to 
crystallisation of the classes and final* 
ly a class possessing exclusive control 
of the means of production will face an 
immense mass of workers. The men 
contesting the actual form of Ghanian, 
Egyptian and Congolese society wil l 
eliminate the former leading class. 
Taking history in its totality Lukacs 

attributes a saving mission to the 
proletariat which distinguishes it. from 
all other classes with leadership poten
t i a l 

Does Lukacs' final view correspond 
to African facts? These societies have 
not yet reached the point in their 
industrial development where the 
question of the proletarian Revolution 
becomes relevant. Nowhere in these 
countries does a proletarian society 
exist; nor has any of them succeeded 
in forming a homogenous and class
less society. In the three post-revolu
tionary societies none has succeeded 
in abolishing the State. The command
ing-obeying relationship seems as 
rigid, as unilateral as in pre-revolu-
tionary societies. The political situation 
has not altered fundamentally. But 
material conditions have changed. In 
the new leading class, however deform
ed the image of itself that it conveys 
back to the people, a greater number 
of people are being recognised. 
Through the Revolution, and because 
of i t , the minimum of exigible justice 
has been raised, 

A final question is posed: is Re
volution the purpose of government? 

Does Revolution mean the advent of 
a new leading class which again exclu
sively occupies the head of the com
manding-obeying chain? Or does Re
volution abolish the hierarchy of com
mand as such and reduce the 
political rapport between men to a 
human one? 

Merleau-Ponty, a French existenti
alist philosopher sums up the argu
ment: "A t the same time as there is 
historical progress there is a com
pression, a wastage, a trampling of 
history, and at the same time as a 
permanent revolution which overcomes 
the leading class if it leads and lasts, 
and while being effected abandons 
what made it progressive, its power 
to rally, it is reduced to conserving 
special interests. In time, revolutions 
join one another, and institutions 
resemble one another; every revolution 
is the first and every institution, even 
revolutionary, is tinted by historical 
precedents. This does not mean there 
is nothing to do. The struggle is 
different each time and besides, ac
cording to these very principles, con
servatism is Utopia.". 


