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12 socialist ideas

What is nationalisation?
Private ownership of the 
commanding heights of the 
economy – the mines, the banks, 
the commercial farms, big 
factories and big businesses – 
is the foundation of capitalist 
society. It is through private 
ownership, defended by the 
capitalist state, that the capitalist 
class is able to dominate and 
control society regardless of the 
fig-leaf of ‘democracy’. It is the 
mechanism by which the ‘legal’ 
theft of wealth from the working 
class is organised even though all 
the wealth in society is created 
by workers. But because of 
private ownership all that wealth 
‘belongs’ to the capitalists.

The only reason that capitalists 
engage in production is to 
make profit. The needs of the 
majority are secondary if they 
are considered at all. A vast 
luxury goods industry exists to 
supply the super-rich with sports 
cars, mansions and yachts when 
millions are without adequate 
housing, water and sanitation. 
Luxury goods are profitable but 
supplying the basics of a decent 
standard of life to people with no 
money is not.

Nationalisation takes ownership 
out of the hands of individual 
capitalists. If carried out under 
the control of the working 
class this undermines the very 
foundation of capitalist rule. That 
is why the capitalists oppose 
genuine socialist nationalisation; 
it is a life or death question 
for them. Under capitalism the 
wealth created by the collective 
effort of all, belongs to just a few 
individuals; under socialism the 
wealth will belong to all. The 
reason to engage in production 
can be based on social need 
instead of the quest for private 
profits. This will make it possible 
to run society according to what 
benefits the majority creating 
jobs and raising living standards 
for all. 

But doesn’t the capitalist 
class use nationalisation?
The capitalist class can be 
forced to turn to nationalisation 
to overcome the limits and 
contradictions of their system. 
The European and American 
capitalists carried through 
sweeping nationalisation of 
their banking systems in 2008 
to save their economies from 
collapse. The apartheid regime 
used nationalisation, alongside 
super-cheap labour enforced 
by apartheid segregation, to 
create an Afrikaner capitalist 
class able to compete globally. 

Pro-capitalist governments in 
emerging economies like China 
and Brazil use nationalisation 
and state intervention to develop 
their economies in the face of 
competition. In SA, Eskom 
allows mining company BHP 
Billiton to consume ten per cent 
of the country’s electricity but 
charges them less than half of 
its production cost all the while 
raising bills for ordinary people.

In all these cases, nationalisation 
furthered the interests of the 
capitalist class. Workers should 
have no confidence in the 
capitalist state or its governing 
parties, like the ANC or SACP, to 
run nationalised industries. The 
Post Office for example awarded 
R2.3 billion in “irregular” 
tenders in the past year!

Is a ‘controlling stake’ 
nationalisation?
One of the capitalist’s 
measures often described as 
nationalisation, but in reality 
partial-nationalisation at best, is 
for the capitalist state to take a 
‘controlling stake’ in an industry, 
usually via a specially created 
state company under the control 
of unelected bureaucrats. In 
SA the government’s Public 
Investment Corporation has 
stakes in dozens of industries.

But this is a capitalist model 
of investment. Even where 
a government owns more 
than 50% it is not a genuine 
‘controlling stake’. The state, 
as a shareholder, receives 
profits upon the same basis as 
any capitalist investor – the 
exploitation of the workforce 
and the ability of the industry 
to compete with its private 
competitors. The minority of 
private capitalist shareholders 
also continue to receive profits 
that could be reinvested in the 
industry or spent elsewhere in 
the economy. The Economic 

Freedom Fighters nationalisation 
policy (see p. 5) is of this sort, 
only arguing for sixty percent 
state ownership of the mining 
industry and other ‘strategic’ 
sectors.

How is socialist 
nationalisation different?
In contrast, socialist 
nationalisation is carried out on 
the basis of workers’ control 
and management. The purpose 
is not to defend the capitalist 
classes’ control of society but 
to break it. Workers’ control 
will be exercised through the 
establishment of workplace 
committees made up of elected 
representatives of the workforce, 
the trade unions, the local 
community and consumer 
groups.

Workers’ committees will audit 
and scrutinise all aspect of 
nationalised industry. Business 
secrets, sweetheart deals, market 
rigging and price fixing will be 
abolished through the opening of 
the books. Workers’ committees 
will determine how resources are 
used, assess investment plans, 
technological improvements and 
oversee their implementation. 
The checks and balances to 
ensure that nationalised industry 
is run in the interests of working 
class people will be working 
class people themselves.

How will socialist 
nationalisation happen?
Socialist nationalisation 
will never be implemented 
voluntarily by the capitalist 
class but will require a mass 
movement harnessing the 
organised strength of the 
working class to implement it on 
the ground and defend against 
sabotage of the capitalist class.

Won’t nationalisation 
lead to ‘capital flight’ 
and ‘skills flight’?
A state monopoly of foreign 
trade under the democratic 
control of the working class, 
including capital controls, could 
easily prevent ‘capital flight’ and 
attempts by the capitalist class 
to take ‘their’ money abroad in 
order to sabotage nationalised 
industries.

The idea of a ‘skills flight’ 
confuses the role that capitalists 
play in the economy with highly 
paid skilled workers and experts 
such as engineers, metallurgists 
and geologists, vital for example 
in the mining industry. These 
experts command such high 
pay because of the shortage 
of workers trained in their 
field. This privileged position 
often leads to them viewing 
their interests as lying with the 
capitalist class, though this is by 
no means always the case.

Investment in education and 
training would be undertaken to 
break this skills monopoly and 
the potential to be held to ransom 
by a small group, but in the 
meantime there is no principled 
reason why these experts cannot 
continue to draw their salaries. 
Even the Bolsheviks in the early 
years of the Russian Revolution 
had to make a concession on 
this point to retain the few 
skilled workers in the economy. 
But such experts will be under 
the control of the workers’ 
committees.

Hasn’t nationalisation 
failed in the past?
Defenders of capitalism 
have many examples of 
nationalisations that ‘failed’. 
But none of the examples they 
use were implemented upon 
the basis of workers’ control 
and management. This is true 

even in the former-USSR which 
decisively broke with capitalism 
and implemented workers’ 
control in the early years after 
the 1917 Russian Revolution. 
But rather than going forward to 
socialism, the counter-revolution 
under Joseph Stalin substituted 
bureaucratic rule for workers’ 
democracy. In explaining the 
difficulties of the USSR’s 
planned economy in the 1930s, 
Leon Trotsky explained that 
“socialism needs democracy like 
the body needs oxygen”.

Zambia’s nationalisation of 
the mining industry is another 
‘fashionable’ example. But 
Zambia’s mines were never fully 
nationalised. In 1969 the Kaunda 
government took a 51% stake 
in the two major copper miners. 
Over the next two decades the 
industry was looted and run-
down by the ruling elite whilst 
the drain to capitalist profits 
continued via the 49% still in 
private capitalist hands. The 
working class had no control

Is nationalisation a step 
toward socialism?
The capitalist class uses 
nationalisation as an emergency 
measure, either a defensive one 
responding to a crisis, or an 
offensive one aimed at bolstering 
their ability to compete with 
rival capitalist classes. But 
nationalised industry, after 
serving the strategic aims of 
the capitalist class at a given 
time, and after being looted, is 
eventually returned to private 
ownership so that capitalists can 
make profits.

For socialists, nationalisation is 
part of the struggle for socialism. 
The change from private to 
social ownership inherent in 
nationalisation is a blow to 
the economic foundations of 
capitalist rule, exposing its 
limitations. But the struggle 
for workers’ control and 
management must be central 
if a blow to the political rule 
of the capitalist class is to be 
inflicted. Workers’ control and 
management will be a great 
educator of the working class in 
how to run society and points 
the road toward the socialist 
transformation of society. 
Workers’ committees will play 
the crucial role in building a 
socialist society. They will be 
the mass organs of popular 
democracy. Ultimately, the entire 
economy must be placed under 
the direct management of the 
working class, cooperating to 
draw up a democratically agreed 
plan of production to replace 
the chaos of the market. This is 
socialism, anything less can only 
ever be a temporary victory.

Nationalisation
Q&A

Nationalisation will be a key to creating socialism. Unsurprisingly, the 
capitalist class and their media wage a constant battle to discredit the 
idea of nationalisation. The ANC has even stopped using the term. Even 
so, capitalist governments are regularly compelled to implement their 
own version to prop up individual industries or entire national economies 
plunged into crisis by the contradictions of their system. But such capitalist 
nationalisation is a caricature of what genuine socialist nationalisation 
would be. It is vital that revolutionaries arm themselves with a clear 

understanding of this crucial issue.

ngokubambisana nodlame lobulili 
nokudlwengula ukuze kube nokulingana 
ngokobulili kuzo zonke izingxenye zomphakathi, 
kufaka phakathi nokulinganiswa kwemiholo 
ngokomsebenzi ofanayo, ukutholakala 
kwemisebenzi, ukunikezelwa kwezindlu, 
imfundo yenkulisa yamahhala kuwonke-wonke, 
ukunikeza abesifazane inkululeko yokuqeda 
ubudlelwano obubahlukumezayo
18. Ukuhlanganiswa komzabalazo 
wokubambisana ukuqeda inzondo nodlame 
olubhekiswe ebantwini base-LGBTI
    Ukuhlanganiswa komzabalazo olwela 
ubudlelandawonye
19. Ukukhankasela ukulawulwa kwezinyunyana 

ngokwenkululeko yabasebenzi; ukuphuma kwe-
Cosatu kungxantathu; iCosatu, iNactu kanye 
nezinye inyunyana ezizimele kumele zikhankase-
le ukudaleka kombutho wezombusazwe wesi-
gaba sabasebenzi obumbene
20. Ukwakhiwa kwe-Socialist Youth Movement 
njengengxenye yomzabalazo wokudala 
inhlangano enkulu yentsha nabafundi besigaba 
sabasebenzi emele ukuguqulazwe
21. Ukuhlanganiswa nokuxhumaniswa 
kwemibhiyozo yokwethulwa kwezidingo 
ngaphansi kohlaka olulodwa nohlelo olufanayo 
lwezimfuno; ukwakhiwa kwenhlangano 
yomphakathi ezweni lonke
22. Ukwakhiwa kwe-Workers and Socialist Party 

njengesinyathelo ekudalekeni kweqembu 
elikhulu lesigaba sabasebenzi ngokohlelo 
lwobudlelandawonye
23. Umbuso wesigaba sabasebenzi nohulumeni 
wamadlelandawonye phezu kwesisekelo 
samakomidi abasebenzi nomphakathi
24. Iningizimu neAfrika yobudlelandawonye, 
iAfrika yonkana yobudlelandawonye, umhlaba 
wonke wobudlelandawonye
Lolu hlu lusho ngamafuphi umgomo we-DSM. 
Abafuna isichasiso esigcwele bayacelwa 
ukufunda Only Socialism Means Freedom, 
umgomo we-Workers and Socialist Party, olotshwe 
yiDSM wamukelwa yiWASP njengengxenye 
yamalungiselelo oketho luka-2014.

Lokho esimele khona kuqhubeka lapha:


