
DECEMBER 2021Amandla! Issue NO.79/80 1

ISSUE NO. 82 | JUNE 2022

Musk’s Twitter move: vanity or game-changer? / Sri Lanka: economic and social catastrophe

South Africa’s progressive magazine standing for social justice.

XENOPHOBIA 
DIVIDES

SOLIDARITY
UNITES



INTERNATIONAL

JUNE 2022Amandla! Issue NO.82 2

MORE INFO www.witspress.co.za

LIKE AND FOLLOW @witspress
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Case for a Universal Basic Income in South Africa and Beyond 
offers a robust and critical examination of a universal basic income.

Placing the debate in the urgent context of the crisis of work, 
floundering economies, global warming and social upheaval, Hein 
Marais’s approach shows the relevance of a UBI in conditions of 
gross inequality and pinpoints what it will take to implement and 
sustain such a policy.

Marais probes the social, political and economic implications 
of a basic income, discusses financing options and presents cost 
estimates for different versions. Using the most current research 
evidence, this incisive study advances our understanding of the 
prospects for a UBI and its potential for shaping a more just and 
equitable society.
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Hein Marais delivers a powerful, impressively documented and urgent case for radical wealth redistribution …  
Crucially, the book supports a basic income not as a policy fix, but as a political and imaginative response to the 
steady collapse of a wage-centered social order. This is a book destined to have lasting influence. 

—Franco Barchiesi, Ohio State University; author of Precarious Liberation: Workers, the State, and Contested 
Social Citizenship in Post-apartheid South Africa

If you have been searching for a way to clearly understand the concept of a Universal Basic Income (UBI), then 
this is the book that you have been waiting for.

— Awande Buthelezi, coordinator for the #UBIGNOW Campaign and activist with the Climate Justice Charter 
Movement

… a must-read, narrative-changing book on a Universal Basic Income. 

— Ferial Haffajee, Journalist and Associate Editor, Daily Maverick 
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THE FIGHTBACK HAS BEGUN, BUT 
it will be a long road. In our last 
editorial we described how the 
labour movement has degenerated. 

How its leadership has become largely 
detached from the members. And how they 
have become corrupted by the lure of 

material benefits, in the form of huge 
salaries, kickbacks from service providers 
and union investment companies. 

The trade union movement is 
weak, especially in the private sector. 
Informalisation and mass unemployment 
have created high levels of insecurity and 
disorganisation. These are key factors which 
have affected militancy, consciousness and 
organisation. Functionaries and lawyers 
have come to substitute for shopfloor 
organising. And they have given rise to 
a self-seeking, bureaucratised labour 
movement, with a leadership intent on 
staying in power at all costs.

In the last weeks there have been 
important developments. Firstly, the 
Numsa National Executive Committee 
took the extraordinary step of suspending 
and charging elected Regional leaders, 
including two Regional Secretaries and 
two Regional Chairpersons. And secondly, 
there was a huge struggle for control of 
Saftu, the federation which Numsa was 
instrumental in setting up and which its 
leadership has recently seemed intent on 
destroying.

Drama at Saftu Congress
The drama at the Saftu Congress was 
played out for all to see. Numsa led a 
vicious attack on the General Secretary, 
Zwelinzima Vavi. Numsa delegates toyi-
toyied in front of the front table, singing 
and gesticulating that he must go. The 

intention was to win control of Saftu 
and subordinate it to Numsa’s political 
objective - the endorsement of the Socialist 
Revolutionary Workers Party. And it turned 
out that the Numsa delegation was in 
fact two delegations. At one point, when 
a delegate from what became known as 
Numsa 2 tried to speak, delegates from 
Numsa 1 tried to physically prevent him. 
There were reports of threats from within 
the Numsa delegation. 

In the end, there were two 
nominations from Numsa for president. 
And the candidate of the Numsa leadership, 
the previous president Mac Chavalala, 
was defeated by the current 2nd Deputy 
President of Numsa, Ruth Ntlokotse. 

The majority female leadership 
of Saftu that was elected is clearly an 
important moment for the trade union 
movement. In addition, a compromise 
was reached between the competing 
slates at the Congress, creating a 
better environment for building Saftu. 
Nevertheless, divisions remain and the 
federation is financially struggling. The 
new leadership will need to follow through 

on the resolution to rebuild Saftu from the 
ground up, starting with residential-based 
Locals, if Saftu is to be rescued. And plans 
for a three-day strike and occupation of 
the main cities and towns of the country 
will require a Numsa committed to Saftu’s 
programme of action and alliance with 
other components of the labour movement.

Numsa deeply split
The struggle at Saftu indicated the deep 
divisions in Numsa. The comrades who 
have been suspended from Numsa are 
all recently re-elected to their positions, 
through the votes of members, in Regional 
Congresses. For the leadership of other 
regions to vote to suspend them is an 
extraordinary step. 

And their sin? To ask too many 
questions about the Numsa Investment 
Company. If it wasn’t clear before, it is 
clear now which is the dog and which is the 
tail between the union and its investment 
company.

A structural not a 
personal problem
And what is also clear is that this is not an 
individual matter. There is no single devil 
in this story. The Numsa General Secretary 
may lead the degeneration, but he has 
many willing followers. The leaderships 
of a majority of Numsa regions supported 
him. This is the bureaucracy we are talking 
about – a layer of leaders who gain enough 
from their leadership to trample on the 
interests of their members. That is what 
has to be broken.

And that is why, when Numsa 
members put together a rank-and-file 
manifesto of their vision of the Numsa they 
want, one of their top commitments was to 
open a discussion in the union on limiting 
the term of office bearers. We have to break 
the cycle in which comrades are elected 
to leadership and become comfortable 
with their new lifestyle, to the point where 
they are prepared to fight to safeguard it. 
With the investment companies providing 
logistical and financial support. 

A manifesto to restore 
and revive Numsa
This manifesto is a very welcome 
contribution in the struggle to recover 
Numsa. For too long, political struggles in 
unions have been conducted underground, 
in secret caucuses and hidden meetings. 
Part of this is an understandable fear of 

The long journey to recover and 
rebuild the unions has started

The majority female leadership of SAFTU that was elected is clearly an important moment for the trade union 
movement. Nevertheless, divisions remain and the federation is financially struggling.



retaliation – as has already happened in 
Numsa. But it is an unhealthy political 
culture. It is a political culture which 
weaponises a corrupted version of 
“democratic centralism” to silence any 
views except those of the dominant 
leadership faction.

It is essential for democracy and 
worker control that union members are 
asked to elect a leadership based on clear 
commitments, not on personalities. Just 
as in other union movements, members 
should be allowed to organise around 
different platforms, perspectives and 
strategies.  

So what are the commitments in this 
manifesto? 
They call it a 12-point plan for the union: 

1. Restore tolerance of different views in 
the union.

2. Restore democracy, accountability and 
worker control and promote 
open debate.

3. Respect the union’s policies 
and constitution.

4. Promote debate in Numsa 
on the issue that is dividing 
Saftu – support for the SRWP 
or build a mass-based, broad 
working class movement for 
socialism. Revive the United 
Front and rebuild Saftu

5. Prioritise education

6. Rebuild plant-level collective 
bargaining and strengthen 
centralised bargaining.

7. Restore the independence 
of the gender and youth 
structures and prioritise the 
struggle against patriarchy 
and sexual abuse.

8. Remove the bureaucracy 
from the union by discussing 
limitation of Office Bearers’ 
term of office; make full-time 
shop stewards account to their 
members and the union; give 
some financial autonomy to 
regions and locals and ensure 
equitable expenditure of union 
resources.

9. Audit the investment company; 
get back the R132 million the NIC 
owes the union; start a debate in the 
union about whether the investment 
company should continue.

10. Finalise the results of the 2019 Policy 
Conference which have never been 
brought to a national constitutional 
structure.

11. Control the union’s legal expenditure 
which now accounts for 32% of the 

union’s expenditure after payroll.

12. Mobilise and campaign to rebuild the 
manufacturing sector. 

A platform to restore 
and revive the union 
movement 
Not only is this a platform around which 
to mobilise for the upcoming Numsa 
Congress in July. It also contains the 
seeds of a platform to rebuild the union 
movement from below. 

Most important is the emphasis on 
undermining the material basis for the 
bureaucracy: limit terms of office; make 
sure that the union’s resources are spent 
equitably, not on exorbitant salaries of 
senior leadership and excessive legal fees; 
and allow some financial autonomy for 
regions and locals. Then, undermine a 
key material base for corruption in the 
union: deal with investment companies. 

And restore a tolerant democracy. Once 
the material basis for the bureaucracy 
dissolves, it becomes much easier to 
restore democracy. People no longer have 
positions, lifestyle and money riding on 
winning.

We called for a new vision and 
practice for the labour movement, and the 
beginnings of such a vision has started to 
emerge. 

NumCU the way forward
A living example of this new practice 

was the way the recent strike at Sibanye 
Stillwater was conducted.

During the strike, an extraordinary 
level of unity was achieved by Amcu and 
Num workers. It got to the point that 
these workers coined the term Numcu for 
the united way in which the strike was 
organised. Mandates for negotiations 
were developed in central mass meetings 
of Amcu and Num members. When union 
leaders addressed mass meetings, they 
were recognised as speaking on behalf of 
both unions. Amcu members joined and 
were welcomed by their Num comrades on 
the Num buses which went to the Cosatu 
May Day rally in Rustenburg.  

During the workers’ encampment 
at the Union Buildings, their unity was 
symbolised  by workers wearing T shirts 
with the logos of both unions. The workers 
did not win all that they were demanding 
from the intransigent, union-busting 

employer. But the possibilities for this level 
of unity to achieve even more significant 
gains for workers in the coming platiNum 
wage negotiations are very high. 

Much organisational and political 
work remains to be done. But some green 
shoots are starting to be visible.
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During the Sibanye-Stillwater strike, an extraordinary level of unity was achieved by Amcu and Num workers. It got to the point 
that these workers coined the term Numcu for the united way in which the strike was organised.
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President privatises  
the police
SO THE PRESIDENT CAN USE THE 
resources of the state to protect his 
private property and his business dealings. 
We are told that the police prevented 
people from entering his Phala Phala 
farm while he was selling more of his 
million dollar cattle. What’s the difference 
between that and Gwede Mantashe having 
his security installed by Bosasa? In fact 
it’s worse – these are state resources, not 
those of a private company. 
 

Municipalities bankrupt
The Auditor General has just released her 
report for the 2020/21 tax year. The bare 
figures show how bad things are. 28% of 
municipalities are in such a desperate state 
that the Auditor-General says there is 
“significant doubt” that they can continue 
as going concerns. In short – they are 
bankrupt. Only 41 out of 230 municipalities 
received a clean audit. 

As we have said before, the entire 
system of local government is broken. 
These are not just bad apples. The whole 
orchard is rotten.

More unionisation in US
WE HAVE REPORTED BEFORE ON 
successful attempts to organise Amazon 
workers in the US. Now it is the turn of 
Apple. A store in Maryland has become 
the first unionised Apple workplace in the 
country. They call it the Apple Core union 
– Coalition of Organised Retail Employees. 
Two other Apple stores have also launched 
unionisation drives. It seems that finally 
unionisation is catching up with the 
massively wealthy tech companies. 

Colombia
A MAJOR STEP FORWARD FOR THE 
Colombian masses. They elected the first 
leftist president in the country’s history. 
Gustavo Petro won the June run-off 
election. This follows leftist victories in 
Peru, Chile and Honduras. Has the pink tide 
really turned in Latin America?

Maasai evicted to 
accommodate tourism
MAASAI ELDERS IN NGORONGORO 
DISTRICT in Northern Tanzania recently 
launched an appeal for support against 
their eviction to make way for “elite 
tourism and trophy hunting”. In early 
June, large numbers of police vehicles 

arrived in Wasso town to mark out a 
1,500km2 piece of land as a game reserve. 
The Maasai defeated similar threats 
in 2014, with a pledge from the then-
President never to evict them. 

But we know about promises. In 
politics, easy come, easy go. Now the new 
President Hassan has started again. And 
apparently a company based in the United 
Arab Emirates will control the commercial 
hunting in this new reserve. It runs hunting 
trips for the UAE’s royal family and their 
guests. So the priorities are clear – thrills 
for the royals; eviction and homelessness 
for the Maasai. 

Technology  
against mining
TWO ACTIVISTS FROM THE COFÁN 
community in North Eastern Ecuador 
have won a prestigious environmental 
award. The Cofán are a small indigenous 
community which has lived in this tropical 
forest for centuries. La Guardia are a group 
of volunteers who patrol the forest for 
encroachment. 

In 2017, they came across heavy 
machinery along the banks of the Aguarico 
River. They then discovered that the 
government had issued 20 mining licences, 
with another 32 in the pipeline. 

Of course, their protests were 
ignored: “They didn’t pay any attention to 
us, they didn’t respect us, so we decided 
to get organised and put up a fight”.  And 
the aerial images they took with a drone 
were crucial to their legal victory. The 
court in Sucumbíos Province ruled that 
the authorities had failed to seek the free, 
prior and informed consent of the Cofán 
community. 

Perhaps the Amadiba Crisis Campaign 
should link up with them. They seem to 
be winning the same legal victories, albeit 

using different means.

The ANC  
and Zondo
AS WE ARE ABOUT to go 
to press, the final volume 
of the Zondo Commission 
report has been delivered. 
And in some ways it is 
the most devastating of 
them all for the ANC as an 
organisation. Commenting 
on Cyril Ramaphosa’s 
testimony, Zondo says: 
““The implications of 
President Ramaphosa’s 
remarks are profound. 
They imply that State 
Capture involved a political 
project and not isolated, 
opportunistic acts of 
corruption. They also 
imply that that project 
enjoyed powerful support 
in the state and the party. 
President Ramaphosa was 

 

 

So the president can use the resources of the state to protect 
his private property and his business dealings. We are told 
that the police prevented people from entering his Phala Phala 
farm while he was selling more of his million dollar cattle.
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forced to ‘resist’ within government, 
choosing his battles, and could not 
challenge State Capture outright. President 
Ramaphosa had to tread carefully because 
he was in the minority or did not have 
enough power to prevail. The natural 
conclusion is that, during this period, the 
most dominant political faction — the 
ANC under President Zuma — permitted, 
supported, and enabled corruption and 
State Capture.” 
Zondo seems to have said it all. No more 
comment on the ANC is necessary.

The paltry 
R350
IT’S NOT JUST THAT 
THE R350 “Social Relief 
of Distress” grant is 
such a pathetically 
small amount. It’s the 
cynical way in which the 
ANC government saves 
money by delaying its 
payment. Remember 
back to the beginning of 
the pandemic. We were 
all locked down towards 
the end of March. People 
who live from hand to 
mouth – they eat today 
from what they earned 
today - suddenly had no 
income. And they were 
locked up with no way 
of generating any. The 
government could have 
given them a grant in 
April, to acknowledge 
their dire situation. But 
they were mean and cynical enough to 
delay any payment for another month. It 
was more than five weeks from the start 
of the lockdown before anyone received a 
cent.

And now they have done it again. Cyril 
Ramaphosa announced in his State of the 
Nation Address in February that the R350 
grants would be reinstated until March 
2023, albeit only to some of the people 
who had previously been eligible. But no 
payment came in March…or April…or May. 
Only in June did they start paying. 

Yet again the government shows its 
scorn for the poor people of South Africa – 
the people who were made and kept poor 
by its own economic policies.

Load shedding
JUST THREE POWER STATIONS ARE 
responsible for nearly half (44%) of all the 
Eskom breakdowns between March 2021 
and March 2022. Perhaps Mr de Ruyter 
should shine his light on what’s going on 
in these three plants – Tutuka, Kendal and 
Duvha. A mere half of the capacity lost from 
those three plants would have made the 
recent evening loadshedding completely 
unnecessary. Isn’t it time to take a closer 
look at how these plants are managed?

Executives sheltered  
from Covid effect
MAYBE THIS IS WHAT CAPITEC MEANS 
by “Build back better”. Better for some. 
The bank’s remuneration committee saw 
that if they applied their usual policy for 
the shares that executives received for the 
2021 financial year, they wouldn’t receive 
very much. Never mind. When there’s a 
problem with executive remuneration, it’s 
easy enough just to change the rules. So 
they decided that for that year “the vesting 
of the awards will be determined based 

on the pre-Covid 19 performance”. So the 
executives don’t have to worry about the 
fact that the actual performance of the 
bank would mean that they would have 
lost some of their shares. Let’s just pretend 
that year never happened. We will base our 
calculations on a different year which gives 
better results. Nearly 50% of shareholders 
voted against, but they didn’t care about 
that either. 

Cable theft
SOMETIMES WE THINK WE ARE THE ONLY 
ones. But it seems that’s far from the 
truth, even in the more advanced capitalist 
economies. In Yorkshire, in the North of 
England, cable thieves got away with cable 
valued at £630,000 (about R12.5 million) 
in six weeks. Maybe their Network Rail 
should start a collaboration with Transnet 
and Prasa.

Constitutional  
order or disorder?
WHILE LINDIWE SISULU CONTINUES HER 
ranting against the constitution, trying 
to blame our woes on its inadequacies 
instead of those of her government, it 
seems nobody is actually enforcing it. 
Section 184(3) says: “Each year, the South 

African Human Rights Commission must 
require relevant organs of state to provide 
the commission with information on the 
measures that they have taken towards the 
realisation of the rights in the Bill of Rights 
concerning housing, health care, food, 
water, social security, education and the 
environment.” The only problem - there 
has been no such report since 2013. 

This clause was designed to 
compensate for the fact that the 
constitution doesn’t actually give 
citizens the right to housing, health care 

etc. The only obligation on the state is 
to “take reasonable measures, within 
its available resources, to achieve the 
progressive realisation of these rights.” 
The Human Rights Commission’s annual 
report’s purpose is for us to be able to see 
whether they are in fact taking reasonable 
measures. 
Unfortunately, since 2013, we just don’t 
know.

The suffering of former MPs
SPARE A THOUGHT FOR FORMER MPS AND 
members of the Executive. New rules mean 
that their previous right to free Business 
Class travel after they finish their term of 
office has now been downgraded to free 
Economy Class travel. And they only get 
12 domestic flights a year for five years, 
although the right extends to the spouses 
of former Executive members as well. Nice 
to see the suffering is being shared!

Ecuadorian indigenous activists used a drone to produce evidence. As a result, the court in Sucumbíos Province ruled that the 
authorities had failed to seek the free, prior and informed consent of the Cofán community.



JUNE 2022Amandla! Issue NO.82 6

xenophobia

THAPELO MOHAPI: 
Abahlali is based 
in Durban, and 
that’s where our 
headquarters are. But 
we organise in four 
other provinces. The 
movement, of course, 
has grown. The latest 
statistic was 110,200. So 
it’s a movement that 
is growing despite the 
repression and attacks. 
And I want to put it on 
record that we are not 
a terrorist organisation, 
as we have been 
perceived by many. We 
are just fighting for a 
just and equal society, 
where human dignity 
for all mankind is 
realised. We want to see 
the lives of people who are living 
in shacks and in rural areas, under 
difficult conditions, to be realised 
the same as those of the elite and 
the middle class.

Amandla!: what kind of social 
crisis is being faced by people in 
Durban?

TM: We have come from a 
time where there were food 
riots, and from food riots we 
then had floods. And that had 
a great economic impact. A lot 
of people lost their jobs. A lot of 
people lost their means of income. 
Breadwinners died as a result. 
Remember, on 11th July it will be 
one year since the riots took place. 
We lost 300 people then. And then 
we lost more than 300 people 
in the floods, and some are still 
unaccounted for. 

On the ground, people are 
traumatised, people have lost 
hope. And government is not 
coming to the party, nothing is 
happening on the ground as far as 
government is concerned. 

There is a void when it comes 
to leadership. Politicians do not 
care about people on the ground. 
They only care about votes and 
being in Parliament and earning 

the money that they earn, which is 
beyond what people are earning. 
And of course, giving people R350.  
And the government is even 
failing to deliver that R350 that 
they promised to people on the 
ground.

A!: So is the problem of 
xenophobia a problem that you 
are facing in Durban? 

TM: You know, it’s very important 
for us as activists, as leaders in our 
community, to actually dispel any 
form of xenophobic attacks. And 
we have been working with other 
organisations, such as the refugee 
social services. 

In fact, I’ve realised that South 
Africans are not xenophobic. 
It is our government that is 
xenophobic. What has happened 
in my community, for instance: 
when there was a shack fire, we 
all lost everything. And when it 
was time to provide emergency 
services, it was the municipality 
in eThekwini who said we will not 
provide services for foreigners, 
we only provide services for 
South Africans. So, materials were 
provided to only South Africans 
and not people from Mozambique. 

Now remember, you’re 
coming to a community where 
people were living in harmony. My 
neighbour was a Mozambican, 
and a Malawian next to me. And 
I’ve never realised that they were 
actually from another country, 
because we’ve been living with 
them for 15 years. So I’ve taken 
them as my brother and sister. But 
it is when government comes with 
services and says, “I’m not going to 
provide services for you. Because 
you are letting these people use 
the services for free in our country.” 
And of course, when there’s 
blockages for services in informal 
settlements, it is politicians and 
officials from the municipality who 
would say, “well, the blockages are 
taking place because there was 
a certain number of people that 
were living in this area, but you 
allow these other people to move 
in. So the number is now doubled 
or tripled. And therefore the 
system is not working.” 

When those things are uttered 
by officials and politicians, people 
tend to listen to them and take 
them seriously. And then I will 
start hating my neighbour from 
Mozambique and Zimbabwe, 
simply because I believe that 
I’m not getting enough services 
because of them. So I believe that 
they are the ones who are blocking 
services from coming to me as a 

The leader of Operation Dudula does not know what poverty is. I’m speaking from a point of view of the fact that I live in a shack, I 
grew up in a shack. But I have a heart and I have a morale because I believe that I am an African before I am a South African.

We live together peacefully; 
THE STATE GENERATES XENOPHOBIA
Interview with Thapelo Mohapi, General Secretary of Abahlali baseMjondolo. 
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xenophobia

South African. And the fact that I 
don’t get a house is because I live 
in a community where people are 
migrant workers.

But we must also be critical 
of some of the media. There is 
a tendency of promoting some 
right wing organisations, like 
your Dudula movement. And 
that movement does not have 
the masses. You can’t say that 
you would rather not listen to 
a movement like Abahlali, with 
more than 100,000 members, 
that is against xenophobia; a 
movement that has always written 
and said that they are against any 
form of prejudice or attack on 
migrant workers in South Africa; a 
movement that when it marches, 
Durban comes to a standstill. And 
then you would rather listen to 
Operation Dudula, to people who 
are right wing who have hatred, 
who don’t know how things are 
working. 

The leader of Operation 
Dudula does not know what 
poverty is. I’m speaking from a 
point of view of the fact that I live 
in a shack, I grew up in a shack. 
But I have a heart and I have a 
morale because I believe that 
I am an African before I am a 
South African; that I must love my 
brother, it doesn’t matter where he 
comes from. 

And so somebody who grew 
up and lived a life of a bourgeois for 
his entire life cannot come today 
and tell us to hate our brothers 
and sisters who are coming to seek 
better opportunities, like everyone 
else who comes to the cities. 

And I must say that these people 
do not have the masses behind 
them. They exist in Johannesburg, 
but when they march in Cape 
Town, they take the masses from 
Johannesburg and bring them to 
Cape Town. 

And the media is actually 
promoting that. The media has a 
role to play in uniting South Africa. 
The media has a role to actually 
report things that are positive in 
our community. So when we have 
people in general who are living 
side by side with migrant workers 
from Mozambique, from Malawi, 
from Zimbabwe, we must nurture 
that and we must promote 
that. We can never promote a 
right wing attitude brought by 
somebody who does not know 
what poverty is. 

I’m saying that anyone who is 
xenophobic, anyone who attacks 
foreign migrants who are working 

in our country, who come to seek a 
better opportunity in our country, 
we must dispel that in any way 
that we can. Because we are 
African. I understand that I’m an 
African before I’m a South African. 
And of course, we must promote 
the spirit of Ubuntu. And you must 
love one another. You cannot love 
a European and not love your 
African brother.

And I must mention the 
other right wing organisations. 
The Patriotic Alliance and Action 
SA, including the Department of 
Home Affairs. This thing that they 
are now targeting migrant workers 
and then wanting them to show 

their dompas in an apartheid way. 
It is totally uncalled for. And we 
should, as activists, be against it 
and condemn it in the strongest 
manner that we have.

A!: So how does Abahlali 
respond to things like Operation 
Dudula in Durban?  How do you 
ensure that your membership 
takes up struggles against 
Operation Dudula and those right 
wing forces?

TM: I think, first and foremost, it’s 
important for leadership to show 
real leadership. There are those 
who are grandstanding, who 
would say things because they feel 
that people want to hear. We need 
to dispel the fact that people are 
coming here to take our jobs. 

There are no jobs in the 
country. And it’s because the ANC 
has failed dismally to create job 

opportunities. 
Capital is actually 
the one who is 
impoverishing 
the poorest of 
the poor on the 
ground. Those 
things need to be 
made clear. And it 
is only us, who are 
at grassroots level, 
who are organising 
from below, who 
will speak to our 
people on the 
ground and make 
them realise. 

So there needs 
to be an intense 
political education 
about how we 
as Africans can 
live together and 
dispel the notion 
that is brought 
by capitalists. 

Cheap labour is not created by 
us. It is created by the capitalists 
themselves, who go in the market 
and choose the desperate people 
for work. I think we should go back 
and work together as trade unions, 
work together as organisations 
and grassroots social movements, 
work together as civil society, 
outside of the state, and dispel 
whatever is being done. 

So the greater the voice 
of ourselves organising on the 
ground, and those who are 
organising workers, that is against 
xenophobia, I think that is the only 
way to address it. 

We lost more than 300 people in the floods, 
and some are still unaccounted for.
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This is an edited version of a presentation 
to an International Labour Research and 
Information Group (ILRIG) webinar on 
xenophobia.

BEFORE I TALK ABOUT THE 
drivers of xenophobic violence in 
South Africa, I would like to make 
a quick clarification. In South 

Africa, when we talk about xenophobia, 
there is always an understanding that we 
are talking about xenophobic violence. But 
actually, these two are conceptually not 
necessarily the same thing.  

Xenophobia vs  
xenophobic violence
Xenophobia refers to feelings, attitudes 
and prejudices that reject, exclude, or 
vilify outsiders. Outsiders can be foreign 
nationals, but also those we see as 
strangers coming from other communities, 
other provinces, and other regions. 
Xenophobic violence on the other hand is 
one of the many manifestations of these 
negative attitudes. It refers to any acts of 
violence targeted at “outsiders” due to 
being foreign or strangers. 

Xenophobia is not unique to South 
Africa; it’s a global phenomenon. It 
is experienced in both poor and rich 
countries. Even in other African countries, 
negativity towards foreign nationals and 
outsiders is well documented. 

Generally speaking, these negative 
feelings or resentment towards outsiders 
are a product of social and political 
scapegoating, particularly in the context 
of socio-economic deprivation. This 
deprivation can be real or perceived. It can 
be “perceived” in the sense that sometimes 
people might not be poor, but still feel 
that they deserve more. They feel they 
don’t get what they deserve because of the 
presence of foreign nationals or outsiders. 
That’s why xenophobia is not just for poor 
countries or poor people. Even rich people 
can have these negative feelings towards 
outsiders. This is commonly known as 
relative deprivation.  

Xenophobic violence  
and its drivers
Xenophobia manifests in many ways 
in South Africa and elsewhere. One of 
those manifestations is xenophobic 
violence as defined above.  Violence is 

not the only manifestation though. Other 
manifestations include for example 
selective enforcement of bylaws, denying 
outsiders services they are legally entitled 
to, and so on. But xenophobic violence is 
the most visible and the most dangerous 
manifestation of these feelings. And that’s 
what I’m going to focus on.

Xenophobic violence has become a 
longstanding feature in post-apartheid 
South Africa. It did not stop in 2008. It 
occurs regularly even if it does not always 
make the news headlines. You can go to 
the Xenowatch platform for statistics and 
trends.

Xenophobic violence in South Africa 
stimulates a variety of competing analyses 
and causal explanations. Most of these 
explanations are not backed by empirical or 
research evidence.

So going beyond these common 
explanations, what does the research tell 
us about the causal factors? Our research 
helps us group the drivers of xenophobic 
violence into three categories, or three 
layers of causality: underlying conditions, 
proximate causes, and triggers and 
precipitants. The following provides a 
quick overview of these factors. Detailed 
discussion is available in this report. 

Underlying conditions
These can be summarised as deprivation, 
in terms of socio-economic and 
political hardships characterised by 
unemployment, poverty, poor service 

delivery, violence and crime, and the 
legacy of the political past. These 
conditions are a useful but not a sufficient 
explanation of xenophobic violence, 
because they are experienced everywhere 
in the country. And as you know, violence 
does not happen everywhere, it happens 
only in specific spaces, and  places. So, 
on their own, these conditions cannot 
explain why the violence takes place in 
some places and not in others. But when 
deprivation is blamed on the presence 
of outsiders through social and political 
scapegoating, it leads to collective 
discontent and with other factors produces 
violence. 
 

Proximate causes
The second category includes two 
proximate causes.  The first one is local 
governance or community leadership 
deficit. Governance in violence affected 
areas is characterised by service delivery 
failures, which contribute to the socio-
economic and political deprivation, and 
the lack of effective mechanisms to resolve 
conflicts peacefully. Xenophobic violence 
tends to happen in areas where community 
leadership or local governance is absent, 
weak or complicit in the violence. 

The second causal factor in this 
category is violence entrepreneurship. 
There is a whole political economy behind 
the violence. It is not always a spontaneous 
act, as it is often described. It does not 
happen out of nowhere. It is organised 

Drivers of xenophobic 
violence IN SOUTH AFRICA

Attack on alleged foreign-owned shops in Turffontein, Johannesburg. Xenophobic 
violence has become a longstanding feature in post-apartheid South Africa. It did not 
stop in 2008. It occurs regularly even if it does not always make the news headlines.

By Jean Pierre Misago

xenophobia

https://ilrigsa.org.za/
https://ilrigsa.org.za/
https://www.xenowatch.ac.za/statistics-dashboard/
https://www.xenowatch.ac.za/statistics-dashboard/
http://www.xenowatch.ac.za
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by groups or individuals to further their 
own political and economic interests.  
They instigate the violence for their 
own interest, not for the interests of the 
communities they claim to represent. One 
example:  every time xenophobic violence 
takes place, it ends up in destruction of 
property and loss of lives. And in many 
cases, those lives are 
South African lives. 
Further, in almost all 
cases, the property 
destroyed does not belong 
to foreign shop owners. 
It belongs to South 
Africans. It might be the 
only livelihood asset they 
had. So surely, when 
you organize violence 
that kills South African 
community members and 
destroys their property, 
you cannot say you are 
doing it in the interest of 
the community.  

Triggers and 
precipitants
The third category 
is about triggers and 
precipitants. Again, the proximate causes 
might be present, but there is another 
element that is needed for them to result 
in concrete action, or violence. As we 
know, in most cases, xenophobic violence 
in South Africa is a collective act. And as a 
collective act it does not happen without 
mobilization or organization. 

Going back to the first point about 
collective discontent, it’s not just this 
discontent that triggers the violence. 

This discontent is mobilized by violence 
entrepreneurs. Mobilization explains the 
pathways from discontent to collective 
action. And mobilization takes forms. 
These days it’s easy. Social media is very 
helpful to organize people. But in the 
past, and still today, we see public and 
community meetings. People are called to a 

meeting to discuss how to attack outsiders 
in their communities. Very often, violence 
immediately follows such meetings.  There 
is planning about when, where, how and 
who to attack.

In addition to mobilization, service 
delivery protests have increasingly become 
a trigger of xenophobic violence. There’s a 
good example in Musina at the moment. In 
the past few days, there have been service 
delivery protests in Musina about chronic 

water shortages. But after one or two days, 
these extended to looting of foreign-owned 
businesses. And this is something that we 
have observed in other areas, where service 
delivery protests have turned into attacks 
on foreign nationals or foreign-owned 
businesses. 

Organizers know that, when they 
start attacking foreign 
nationals or outsiders, 
they are going to get the 
attention they wouldn’t 
otherwise get from the 
local, provincial and 
national governments. 
They feel their grievances 
are being ignored. But 
when they attack foreign 
nationals, that attention 
is received.  In these cases, 
xenophobic violence is 
used as a political tool 
to attract attention, but 
also to get maximum 
participation for every 
protest. Through looting 
of foreign-owned 
businesses, attending 
service delivery protest 
provides immediate 

material reward. 
Our research indicates that factors 

in these three categories constitute key 
elements of the xenophobic violence causal 
chain in South Africa.

Jean Pierre Misago is Senior 
Researcher at the African Centre 
for Migration and Society at Wits 
University.

BUILDING SOLIDARITY AGAINST BUILDING SOLIDARITY AGAINST 

XENOPHOBIA 

Xenophobic violence in South Africa stimulates a variety of competing analyses and causal 
explanations. Most of these explanations are not backed by empirical or research evidence.

By Sharon Ekambaram

T HE 13TH OF JUNE 2022
marked 42 years since the brutal 
assassination of Walter Rodney, 
the Guyanese activist and 

historian. His most influential book, How 
Europe Underdeveloped Africa, has been 
described as “a priceless weapon of theory 
and history that restores the dignity of 
African people”. He calls for social solidarity 
as a counter to the rise of capitalist 
individualism without social responsibility. 

Institutionalised xenophobia runs 
counter to any form of social solidarity. It 
divides us by promoting narrow national 

chauvinistic arguments to appease workers 
and the most marginalised, in the hope of 
winning votes. 

The economic and social crisis taking 
place in South Africa must be located in our 
history of colonisation and apartheid. It is 
a major factor in fuelling the xenophobic 
violence that is targeting predominantly 
black African brothers and sisters fleeing 
to South Africa.  The abject poverty that 
large sections of our society continue to live 
under makes for fertile ground for othering 
and scapegoating of foreign nationals.  

Politicians spread lies
Common sense tells us that violence 
against foreign nationals will not address 
the deep-rooted crisis of poverty and 
inequality that is the face of South Africa. 
Yet, politicians spread lies, blaming foreign 
nationals for this economic crisis.   

In blaming migrants, political parties 
effectively shift the attention of citizens 
of this country away from focusing on 
the economic crisis which has resulted in 
systemic unemployment.  Unemployment 
that is a consequence of neoliberal 

xenophobia

http://www.migration.org.za/
http://www.migration.org.za/
https://abahlali.org/files/3295358-walter-rodney.pdf
https://roape.net/2019/08/01/towards-a-full-understanding-of-walter-rodney/#:~:text=Against%2520this%2520racism%252C%2520Rodney's%2520work,of%2520their%2520contribution%2520to%2520history.
https://roape.net/2019/08/01/towards-a-full-understanding-of-walter-rodney/#:~:text=Against%2520this%2520racism%252C%2520Rodney's%2520work,of%2520their%2520contribution%2520to%2520history.


economic policies of privatisation of public 
goods, and outsourcing. 

Ultimately it is because of the failure 
of the ruling party to transform our 
society. Apartheid resulted in a deeply 
divided unequal society, along race, class 
and gender lines.  Yet race and gender 
domination remain largely undisturbed 
since 1994. 

South Africans, and in particular the 
South African Government and political 
parties, have shown  contempt for their 
fellow human beings. This contempt is 
located in the dehumanisation of black 
bodies going back to slavery, where black 
bodies were bought and sold as private 

property! We cannot solve this problem 
by holding hands and singing Kumbaya 
through acts of social cohesion.  

Poverty and violence
The divisions and hatred that are being 
spread predominantly by political 
parties like Action SA are part of the 
capitalist exploitative system. Violence 
against migrants takes place as a direct 
consequence of a national economic crisis. 
This violence can be directly attributed 
to statements made by politicians and 
institutionalised forms of xenophobia. 
And it is taking place in the context of 
gender based violence –in the last three 
months, out of the 6,859 people killed in 
the country, 902 were women and 352 
were children. 232 of the overall murders 
were as a result of domestic violence. The 
dehumanising conditions of poverty are 
resulting in increasing levels of “collective 
violence”. 

Institutionalised forms of Xenophobia, 
especially from law enforcement agents 
and the Department of Home Affairs, 
indicate the desperation of political parties. 
They are losing power as an increasing 
number of South Africans are not voting. 
The Zondo Commission has documented 
the link between a parliamentary seat and 
access to the looting machine. So the stakes 
are high in the battle to win votes. 

With the ANC in power, we have lived 
through economic crisis, cut backs in social 
spending and an unchanged landscape 
of inequality. Political parties and our 
democracy are failing in their mandate to 
transform South Africa, a constitutional 

obligation to create a society that respects 
the human rights and dignity of all who live 
in our country. 

This is where “scapegoating” comes 
in. Patronage politics and corruption loom 
large as poverty, systemic unemployment 
and impoverished living conditions are the 
order of the day.  

Who are the migrants?
Are South Africans aware that many of the 
so called “economic migrants”, refugees 
and asylum seekers come to South Africa 
because we are allegedly champions of 
human rights protection? That it is the 
most vulnerable people who leave their 
home country – vulnerable because of 
poverty or conflict or sexual orientation? 
That they face death if they do not move 
from their homes? 

Displacement is also increasingly 
taking place as a direct consequence of the 
climate crisis. Starvation and death from 

the climate crisis are disproportionally 
affecting sub Saharan Africa. People are 
suffering extreme heat events, increasing 
aridity and changes in rainfall. 

The KZN floods, one of South Africa’s 
deadliest disasters of this century, are also 
being attributed to the climate crisis. One 
metre of sea-level rise by the end of this 
century is predicted under a 40 C warming 
scenario. Together with malnutrition, 
communicable poverty-related diseases 
like TB and HIV make for a major 
humanitarian, manmade catastrophe. 

Fighting back
Kopanang Africa Against Xenophobia is a 

campaign that aims to build 
solidarity through action. 
We work with formal and 
“informal” workers and 
people who are unemployed. 
Our fight is against poverty 
and not foreign nationals. And 
to fight poverty and inequality 
we have to fight for social 
justice. Corruption, crime and 
violence against women and 
the LGBTQI+ community are 
injustices. 

Poverty and systemic 
unemployment are located in 
our past, as a tiny minority 
benefited, based on the 
colour of their skin. Unfair 
privilege has enabled a small 
section of the population to 
accumulate wealth, which 
benefits families from one 
generation to the next. The 
majority of black African 
people are trapped in a cycle of 
unemployment and poverty 

This government 
should start by implementing a wealth 
tax, and a basic income grant. The ills of 
apartheid cannot be blamed on migrants.  
The government has to have a clear plan 
to reallocate resources to progressively 
realise the constitutional rights of all who 
live in South Africa. We should be uniting 
as the workers and poor in this country 
to hold our government to account in 
producing this plan and showing us the 
money. This is how we can address poverty 
and systemic unemployment and ensure 
that we transform South Africa. Not by 
violently attacking the most vulnerable 
amongst us.  

Sharon Ekambaram is a human 
rights activist. She is current head 
of the Refugee and Migrant Rights 
Programme at Lawyers for Human 
Rights and a member of Kopanang 
Africa Against Xenophobia. 
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Joe Slovo informal settlement. The abject poverty that large 
sections of our society continue to live under makes for fertile 
ground for othering and scapegoating of foreign nationals.

xenophobia

https://www.saps.gov.za/newsroom/msspeechdetail.php?nid=38194#:~:text=562%20more%20people%20were%20killed,a%20result%20of%20domestic%20violence.
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-05-29-death-penalty-returns-to-sa-mob-murder-with-spike-deaths-blunt-force-injury-doctors/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-05-29-death-penalty-returns-to-sa-mob-murder-with-spike-deaths-blunt-force-injury-doctors/
https://climateanalytics.org/media/ssa_final_published.pdf
https://climateanalytics.org/media/ssa_final_published.pdf
https://www.carbonbrief.org/climate-change-made-extreme-rains-in-2022-south-africa-floods-twice-as-likely/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/climate-change-made-extreme-rains-in-2022-south-africa-floods-twice-as-likely/
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THE PERSISTENT PREVALENCE OF 
xenophobic attitudes within the 
working class is no surprise. Nor 
is the emergence in many 

townships of Operation Dudula, an openly 
reactionary and rightwing organisation. 
Equally unsurprising is the resonance of 
Operation Dudula in townships with long 
histories of heroic resistance to oppression 
and exploitation under apartheid – like 
Soweto, Alex and so on.  

Weak organisation
What we need to understand is that the 
rise of xenophobic attitudes within the 
working class is directly connected to 
the generalised weak state of working 
class organisations. Since 1994 there has 

been a systematic process of political 
and organisational demobilisation of the 
working class in the country. It is this 
that creates the space for conservative 
tendencies to take hold. The ANC and its 
allies are the prime agents of this process 
of depoliticisation and demobilisation. 
Township branches of the ANC are spaces 
for self-enrichment and patronage. Gone 
are the days when branches were organs of 
people’s struggle, in the early 1990s. 

This declining hegemony of the ANC 
is a direct consequence of its pursuit of 
neoliberalism – the political and economic 

programme of big capital, encapsulated 
in Gear. Cosatu played no small role in 
this depoliticisation, with its religious 
reverence for the Tri-partite Alliance and 
its servility to capital. 

The social movements of the early 
2000s failed to occupy the political 
vacuum. They could not stem the tide of 
the decline of the working class movement 
and eventually collapsed. 

Alternative explanations
Some attempt to use structuralist 
explanations to make sense of these 
conservative tendencies within the 
working class. The neoliberal austerity 
policies of the ANC government are 
presented as the basic source of the 

outbreak of xenophobic actions. Neoliberal 
austerity created extreme poverty and 
unemployment. With immigrants entering 
this space of scarce resources a fierce 
competition then materialised between 
the South African and non-South African 
sections of society. Employers are blamed 
for employing migrants instead of South 
Africans.

But these structuralist explanations 
are not sufficient to account for the wide-
spread xenophobic attitudes within the 
working class. Such explanations suggest 
a direct connection between poverty, 

unemployment and xenophobia. As long 
as there is poverty and unemployment 
the working class will automatically be 
xenophobic. But if that is the case then 
socialism is but an illusion.

It is the absence of a vibrant and 
progressive political movement with 
deep mass roots that is facilitating the 
consolidation of conservative sentiments 
within the working class. There is an 
absence of an alternative explanatory 
and organising framework rooted in 
the masses. Where organisation exists, 
it is sporadic and too weak to stem the 
conservative tide. 

Organisation is central
It is only possible to combat xenophobic 
tendencies within the working class 
through organisation. The key task now is 
to deepen the organisation of the working 
class. 

Central to this task is to organise the 
non-South African sections of the working 
class. Sometimes it is stated that it is 
difficult to organise immigrants. However, 
when we look at the history of the working 
class movement in South Africa, migrant 
workers from all over Southern Africa 
played a central role in the building of 
the early trade union movement. Migrant 
workers, despite the ever-present threat 
of deportation and repression, constituted 
at certain periods the backbone of the 
mass movement. Coming to mind are the 
periods of the 1940s and 1970s.  

Organising migrant 
communities
In the early phases of the social 
movements, in particular the Anti-
Privatisation Forum (APF), there were 
attempts to either organise immigrant 
communities or to develop links 
with organisations of the immigrant 
communities. For instance, the Inner City 
Forum (in Johannesburg), an affiliate 
of the APF, took up issues affecting 
immigrant communities. Another 
forum, the Ubuntu International Forum 
(UIF), brought together organisations 
of immigrant communities and APF 
affiliates in Johannesburg to take up 
issues of immigrant communities. The UIF 
published a newsletter, ran workshops on 

ANTIDOTE TO XENOPHOBIA IS 

ORGANISATION
By John Appolis

Dudula members destroying hawkers’ goods in Alex. Unsurprising is the 
resonance of Operation Dudula in townships with long histories of heroic 
resistance to oppression and exploitation under apartheid – like Soweto and Alex.

xenophobia

https://www.saha.org.za/publications/anti_privatisation_forum.htm
https://www.saha.org.za/publications/anti_privatisation_forum.htm
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xenophobia and initiated programs to raise 
awareness about immigrant communities.  
Joint campaigns were also undertaken, and 
here the prime example is the struggle to 
close the infamous Lindela transit camp. 
However, with the decline of the social 
movements many of these initiatives 
shipwrecked.

The early history of the trade 
union movement and social movements 
demonstrates that it is possible to organise 
immigrant communities. These initiatives 
to organise immigrant communities were 
premised on an understanding, especially 
within the social movements, that the 
African immigrants are here to stay and have 
a right to share in the wealth of the country. 

South African capital in Africa
This understanding is derived from the 
actions of the South African state and 
capital in the rest of Africa. The policies 
of the South African state are directly 
responsible for extraction of wealth from 
Africa into South Africa. And this wealth 
is concentrated into the hands of a small 
minority in South Africa. 

The concentration of wealth in South 
Africa, and the state policies that facilitated 
this concentration, led to the integration 
of the regional economy into the South 
African economy. The Southern African 
economy is dominated and dependent on 
South African capital. This has been the 
case since the days of Cecil John Rhodes 

more than a century ago. When referring 
to the South African economy we cannot 
leave out the rest of Southern Africa. And 
like in the rest of the world, the direction 
of migration is towards the country 
where wealth is concentrated. In the case 
of Africa, that is South Africa. On the 
continent of Latin America, it is the USA.

Accept migrants as 
permanent
The acceptance of the permanent presence 
of immigrant communities within the 
country, and their right to share in the 
wealth, would provide a solid political 
foundation for the unity of the two sections 
of the working class - the South African 
and non-South African. Such a political 
understanding would enable progressive 
working class formations to avoid slipping 
into xenophobic attitudes when addressing 
the issues of immigrant communities. It 
would also avoid the reliance on other class 
forces to deal with these issues. 

Sometimes there are calls made 
on employers and the state to enforce a 
quota system so that there is a “proper 
ratio” between South Africans and non-
South Africans. But we must accept the 
immigrants as class brothers and sisters. 
Only that would enable the working class 
to impose on the ruling class an alternative 
programme of the re-distribution of 
wealth from the rich to the poor. 

John Appolis is active in the trade 
union movement.

In 2008 there was a campaign to close the infamous Lindela transit camp. However, with 
the decline of the social movements many of these initiatives shipwrecked.

From Operation Fiela to Operation 
Dudula: the state, politics and xenophobia

O N 27TH FEBRUARY 2019, THE 
Cabinet of South Africa approved 
the National Action Plan to Combat 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, 

Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (NAP). 
The Department of Justice and 
Constitutional Development (DoJ) 
launched the NAP on 25th March 2019. Its 
key ideal is to “reinforce the culture of 
human rights within the spirit of our 
Constitution and democracy”.  But, in the 
shadow of the NAP launch, xenophobic 
attacks have become pervasive, 
particularly during national and local 
government elections, as political 
candidates scapegoat migrants. In recent 
years, we have noted a proliferation of 
state-sanctioned operations and vigilante 
groupings targeting migrants.

This article examines the link 

between the actions and words of the 
state and those of populist, xenophobic 
organisations. It focuses on the state 
initiative Operation Fiela and the populist, 
neo-fascist Operation Dudula. 

Xenophobia and the state
Operation Fiela was launched in April 2015. 
It came about as a response to security and 
safety concerns based on illogical claims 
that migrants were behind pervasive 
lawlessness and crime in the country. 
In theory it was launched as an anti-
xenophobia initiative. In practice, in the 
first three months of its operation, the 
most common category of arrest was of 
undocumented migrants. 

Meanwhile the state itself bears a 
major responsibility for a lot of the absence 
of documentation. In his report of 2020, 

the Auditor General of South Africa noted:
…a backlog in registering new asylum 
seekers of seven months and in some 
cases 19 months. There was also a 
backlog in processing asylum seekers 
at independent bodies. If no new cases 
were received, it would take 68 years 
to finalise the backlog at the Refugee 
Appeal Board (RAB) and just over 
one year to finalise the backlog at the 
Standing Committee for Refugee Affairs 
(SCRA). There had been noticeable 
regression in the performance of the 
DHA in managing undocumented 
immigrants since the previous 
performance audit in 2007.

This huge backlog renders asylum seekers 
undocumented and vulnerable to arrest 
and deportation. As if this is not enough, in 
November 2021, the government of South 

By Janet Munakamwe
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Africa revoked the Zimbabwe Exemption 
Permit (ZEP) and over 200,000 holders 
will be rendered undocumented on 31st of 
December 2022. 

Xenophobia and political 
organisations
These actions and failures of the state 
have been accompanied by an increasing 
volume of xenophobic rhetoric from 
political leadership. In March this 
year Deputy President David Mabuza 

contributed to the narrative:
Our immigration system is grappling 
with the implementation of stringent 
measures to deal with the influx of 
undocumented foreign nationals into 
our country, who ultimately compete 
with our citizens for limited resources to 
survive.

Home Affairs Minister Aaron Motsoaledi 
made his own contribution when 
commenting on the bust of an operation to 
provide fake passports to migrants:

They were never refugees in the first place. 
They are making us fools. That is why I am 
not in any way touched by the allegations 
that we are xenophobic in South Africa. 
We are being undermined because this is 
not happening in any other country on our 
continent.

And there is now competition for the 
mantle of protector of South Africans 
against the foreign invasion. Gayton 
Mackenzie’s Patriotic Alliance conducts 
raids. In 2020, Tito Mboweni made 
unsubstantiated claims that the hospitality 
sector comprises over 90% migrants, 
particularly from Zimbabwe. 

And that leads us to Operation 
Dudula, formed in 2021 in Alexandra 
Township. Dudula was launched on 16th 
June 2021 by a youth-led organisation 
known as the Soweto Parliament. It is 
led by one Nhlanhla “Lux” Dlamini. 
Its purpose is to make sure that jobs 
are given to South Africans and also 

to drive out undocumented migrants. 
It is active on social media platforms 
such as #OperationDudula  and 
#PutSouthAfricansFirst. 

The ambivalence of the state about 
acting against vigilante groupings such as 
Dudula has resulted in a proliferation of 
smaller territorial groupings, such as the 
“Diepsloot Residents”. In March 2022, 
following a meeting with the Minister of 
Police, ordinary civilians vowed in front of 
national television cameras to embark on a 
door–to–door “witch-hunting” operation. 

This resulted in the gruesome murder of a 
Zimbabwean gardener, Elvis Nyathi. 

A common thread between Fiela 
and Dudula is that both are hell bent on 
protecting the interests of politicians who 
very often depend on instrumentalising 
migrants in times of elections and socio-
economic crises. In effect, Dudula is a 
continuation of Fiela and a key strategy for 
the ruling party to gain back its lost votes 
by instrumentalising migrants.

Kopanong
To counter these narratives, a collective 
of progressive civil society organisations 
(CSOs) founded the Kopanong Africa 
Against Xenophobia (KAAX) on 3rd 
February 2022. A planned march in 
Johannesburg on Human Rights Day was 
banned by Johannesburg Police. It took 
place five days later after a successful High 
Court action. 

Since then, a number of activists have 
been targeted through cyber-bullying 
on social media platforms and during 
mainstream media panel debates and radio 
shows. Public litigation organisations 
(PLOs) which are also members of KAAX are 
considering approaching the courts to seek 
relief on behalf of migrant small business 
traders whose socio-economic rights 
have been violated by Dudula activities. 
On 10th June 2022, the Socio-economic 
Rights Institute (SERI) dispatched a letter 
of demand to the Dudula Orange Grove 

branch in Johannesburg following reports 
of threats to shut down trading activities by 
migrant informal traders.

A way forward
It is time we moved away from the 
stereotypes associated with migration 
narratives and highlight migrants’ 
contribution to economic growth and the 
social fabric. There is a need for robust 
mass education and awareness raising 
on the rights of migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers. Equally important 

is the need for compensation for lost 
livelihoods (small-business operators and 
informal traders) including reparations 
for victims of xenophobia who have lost 
lives or acquired disabilities as a result of 
xenophobic attacks. 

Moreover, politicians and civilians 
involved in perpetrating atrocities 
against migrants must be prosecuted for 
hate speech and heinous crimes against 
humanity. 

South Africa is a member of a global 
village and needs to rethink the notion of 
illogical colonial borders. The state must 
address the issue of documentation which is 
at the core of both Fiela and Dudula. There 
is a need for synergies among relevant 
departments to ensure efficient processing 
of asylum and work permit applications. In 
addition, the government needs to rescind 
the disingenuous decision not to renew 
existing regularisation permits such as the 
ZEP as this will also have a harmful impact 
on the Lesotho Exemption Permit (LEP) and 
that for Angola. There is still hope in PLOs 
and CSOs that continue to render support 
and solidarity to migrants in South Africa.  

Janet Munakamwe is Visiting Senior 
Lecturer, Wits Mining Institute, 
Chairperson of the African Diaspora 
Workers Network (ADWN) and 
member of Kopanong Africa Against 
Xenophobia (KAAX).

Operation Fiela

In effect, Dudula is a continuation of Fiela and a key strategy for the ruling party to gain back its lost votes by instrumentalising migrants.

Operation Dudula
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My name is Denia Jansen and 
I’m part of Mawubuye Land 
Rights Movement. We are in 
alliance with CSAAWU the 
farm workers’ union. My daily 
work is working with workers, 
especially seasonal workers 
and community members, 
struggling for land. Much of 
the work I do is out of the 
Rural Legal Centre, based in 
Robertson.

Amandla!: Has xenophobia 
been a factor where you 
organise?

Denia Jansen: Xenophobic 
violence has been a reality in the 
rural areas, especially in relation 
to the growing number of foreign 
workers employed on the farm. It 
was an issue in the 2012/13 farm 
workers uprising, particularly in 
De Doorns. Farmers used migrant 
and unemployed workers to scab 
for striking workers. Since the 
uprising, farmers have increasingly 
used migrant workers, and in the 
Langeberg area we see the first 
xenophobic attacks in 2016. 

Local workers were told by the 
bosses we cannot employ you; you 
work too slow; we cannot afford 
to pay you the minimum wage. 
At that stage it was R18 and was 
increasing to over R20 an hour. 
Migrant workers are prepared to 
work for less. So there was the 
clash already between migrant 
and local workers. 

A!: What was the background to 
the xenophobic attacks of 2016?

DJ: Migrant workers mainly live 
in informal settlements and the 
backyards of township residents. 
Most of them are undocumented. 
It’s a benefit for farm owners to 
work with undocumented workers 
because they are very scared. 

They don’t complain about 
wages, about the hours they are 
working.They don’t complain 
about overtime, because if you 
complain, you will be reported to 

the authorities and 
will be fired. And 
there is no need for 
you to pay UIF and 
other benefits. 
 
Local workers, who 
were employed on 
the farms for many 
years, initiated the 
clashes against 
migrants. The 
clashes came when 
the farm owners 
were picking up 
migrant workers, 
leaving local workers on the side 
of the road. You can imagine how 
the resentment grows. Some of 
the local workers tried to meet 
with the leaders of the migrant 
workers, but they  were not willing 
to meet. So if there is no possibility 
of talks, this spills to violence. This 
is what happened in 2016.

We in Mawubuye and 
CSAAWU tried to intervene by 
saying, “we are all farm workers; 
we are all paid under the belt; 
we all are poor. So why are we 
fighting with each other?” But it’s 
really difficult to organise because 
these migrant workers are not 
organised in any organisation in 
any union. So it makes it difficult 
to talk with them and start 
discussing the issues that they are 
worried about.

A!: What are the challenges to 
organising them?

DJ: The problem of organising 
migrants is two-fold. On the 
one side, they are really scared, 
especially since they do not have 
documentation. So when we 
approach them to start talking 
about the union, they are not 
willing even to talk. Farm owners 
will say that if you are in a union, 
we don’t need you on the farm. 
They are scared to be deported 
back to the country where they 
are coming from. They are very 
scared. I don’t think it is because 
they don’t see the importance of 
being organised. In their home 

countries there are unions and 
other organisations which they 
might have been part of. 

But on the other side, it’s 
also our organisations who find it 
difficult or don’t want to take the 
trouble of organising migrants, 
because it’s not easy work. It 
takes some time to gain their 
trust.  They don’t trust anyone. 
So, sometimes it’s them and 
sometimes it’s us who are not 
willing to walk the extra mile, to be 
patient, to organise, discuss and 
educate.

A!: What is the background 
to the recent clashes between 
Zimbabwean and Lesotho 
workers?

DJ: Take Mkhabela. It’s a poor 
township on the outskirts of 
Robertson, where many farm 
workers live. It is quite divided. 
Lesotho workers live higher 
on the mountainside of the 
township; Zimbabweans live in 
their area. Labour brokers enforce 
divisions.  There are some labour 
brokers who will only work with 
Zimbabweans and some will only 
work with Lesotho workers. You 
can see how they act to divide 
migrant workers. Already the local 
workers are far away from being 
employed by the labour brokers 
because the farm owner will tell 
the labour broker, “I want only 
Lesotho workers because they are 
hard workers and they don’t care 
about pay and hours”.

Clashes between workers from Zimbabwe and Lesotho in Mkhabela Township, 
Robertson, W.Cape. There are some labour brokers who will only work with 
Zimbabweans and some will only work with Lesotho workers. You can see how 
they act to divide migrant workers.

XENOPHOBIA ON THE FARMS: 

INTERVIEW

xenophobia
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Zimbabwean workers are much 
more educated and are beginning 
to push to earn the same amount 
as South African workers. So 
there is a division between 
the Zimbabwean and Lesotho 
workers, and the labour brokers 
and the commercial farmers play a 
big role in these divisions.

A!:  What has been the response 
of Mawubuye and CSAAWU to 
these divisions amongst farm 
workers?

DJ: Some of the workers, 
including those from Robertson 
and seasonal workers, say it is the  
migrant workers who get the jobs 
and who earn the money. “We 
as local workers, we are at home, 
unemployed and we don’t want 
the migrant workers in our midst. 
We want to get rid of them.” 

We as leaders in Mawubuye 
and CSSAWU have to say, “look, 
we can’t as the poor fight each 
other. We should look at the 
main issue where xenophobia is 
coming from. Who’s behind it? 
It’s not the migrant workers who 
steal our work. Before they have 
come here, we already have been 
unemployed. We were already 
poor. We were already landless.”

We try to educate our 
members to say we should be 
patient. And we should see 
that all workers have the same 
rights. Are we now saying that 
migrant workers or immigrants 
don’t have rights? The problem 
of immigrants is not just isolated 
to SA.  It’s a global issue. So 
we try to educate and say we 
should fight the bosses, the 
commercial farmers, because 
they are the ones who exploit 
the migrant workers to pay 
them a lower wage. We should 
not fight each other, we 
should fight the real problem. 
We should fight those 
who sit behind the issue of 
xenophobia, who benefit out 
of xenophobia, who benefit 
out of low wages. 

A!:  Are you making any 
progress in overcoming these 
tensions between workers?

 
DJ: In February this year, 
there were clashes between 

Zimbabwean and Lesotho workers 
and we were not sure whether 
we should intervene. We started 
discussing with the migrant 
workers and we said let’s sit 
around the table and talk about 
xenophobia and violence and 
what we can do to stop things. 
Several times we have met with 
the leaders and the police to make 
sure that these clashes do not lead 
to any deaths. 

Since then, we see migrant 
workers coming to the Rural Legal 
Centre to complain about how 
they are being treated by the 
farmers. In one case a migrant 
worker was earning just R600 
per week. Because of our role 
and visibility during the clashes 
they are starting to trust us  in 
Mawubuye and CSAAWU. We 
have also started working with 
migrant women. So I think we 
are making inroads in starting to 
raise awareness, starting to get the 
trust of migrant workers. 

Even though it is difficult 
to get migrant workers to join 
the union, we can start migrant 
worker forums to make sure they 
have a platform to talk from.

A!:  What is your thinking in 
terms of addressing the problems 
of xenophobia and divisions 
amongst farm workers?

 
DJ: We have discussed the need  
to do much more awareness-
raising amongst migrant 
workers. But also, we have to 

push the government to have 
better policies for migrants and 
immigrants. I think we have to 
target government much more, 
because when the Department 
of Labour came here, they didn’t 
have any solution for these fights. 
They called the Human Rights 
Commission in, who themselves 
are not very effective

We asked the people from 
the Department of Labour, 
“what is your policy to prevent 
these clashes? What is your 
engagement with commercial 
farmers to deal with their practices 
in fermenting the clashes?” And 
they couldn’t answer us?” They 
even didn’t invite us to these 
stakeholder meetings, because we 
asked the relevant questions, and 
they didn’t have any answers. 

I think our target must be 
government in terms of their 
policies and how they regulate 
labour brokers. Labour brokers 
are the middlemen and they 
are causing a lot of havoc. We 
should have a platform where we 
can start talking with migrant 
workers. We also have to engage 
with labour brokers. Because if we 
don’t do that, we will have another 
outbreak. 

And I think we should do 
solidarity work around the migrant 
workers and their issues. We must 
work on our visibility. They have to 
know we are there.

March against xenophobia in Cape Town. It’s not 
the migrant workers who steal our work. Before 
they have come here, we already have been 
unemployed. We were already poor. We were 
already landless.

xenophobia



POLITICIANS ACROSS THE WORLD 
make efforts to mobilise support 
from low waged, precarious and 
otherwise marginalised workers. 

They do this by claiming that they will 
protect them from the depredations of 
“migrants”, foreigners who take resources 
from citizens. This mobilises an old fear -  
that there isn’t enough to go around. But 
this response assumes that what is bad for 
migrants is good for citizens. In practice 
this is far from always the case.

Taking “our” jobs?
Take, for example, the claim that migrants 
take jobs from citizens and tough 
immigration controls are needed to protect 
national workers from unfair competition. 
This rests on the so-called “lump of labour 
fallacy”. This fallacy imagines there is a 
fixed number of jobs in a national economy. 
In this scenario, migrants (or women, or 
young people or whatever group is the object 
of concern) simply substitute for citizens (or 
men or older workers) and vice versa. 

Neither of these assumptions is 
correct. An economy is never a fixed size 
and workers, whatever their skills level, 
cannot simply be substituted for one 
another. Whether or not it is logical, many 
households would not see that a female live-
in care worker could simply be substituted 
for a male live-in care worker. 

Immigration controls 
create super-exploited 
workers
But there is a further issue to consider in 
the case of migrant workers. Immigration 
controls do not simply facilitate a flow of 
labour to particular countries and jobs. 
They are also highly productive – they 
create workers as “foreigners”. And in 
the process, they create particular kinds 
of workers and types of employment 
relations. This is sometimes acknowledged 
in the case of undocumented people; 
they are recognised as more vulnerable 
to abuse, exploitation, and poor labour 
conditions because of their fear of 
deportation. But less attention is given to 
the ways that legally working migrants 
are heavily constrained by immigration 
controls. 

In most countries of the world 
people who work on migrant worker 
visas are subject to conditions. Many of 
these conditions would be considered a 
significant infringement of rights if they 
were imposed on citizens. Migrants may 
be tied to their employer. They may be 
prohibited from claiming social assistance 
or health care and forbidden from joining 
trade unions. They may be required to take 
health and pregnancy tests, to live on site 
etc. 

Many find that they cannot 
access the limited rights they do have 
because of racism and xenophobia, 
language barriers, administrative 
complexity, or lack of knowledge. 
These restrictions, combined with 
sponsorship requirements, mean that 
low waged migrants typically depend on 
their employer for their (often highly 
temporary) right to stay in a state. 
This gives employers mechanisms 
of control over their legal as well as 
undocumented migrant workforce. Far 
from “protecting” the labour market for 
citizens, immigration restrictions can 
mean employers actively seek to employ 
migrants. 

Those who are deemed “low skilled” 
are particularly vulnerable to these 
restrictions. Skill is a key factor in labour 
migration regimes. Entry is facilitated 
for the high skilled and restricted for 
the low skilled. Migrants or not, those 
who can turn their hand to everything - 
construction workers who dig and plaster 
today and tomorrow lay foundations, 
bricks and tiles, and domestic workers 
who clean and cook at the same time as 
caring for an elderly person – these are all 
“unskilled”. They are typically the most 
marginalised workers – often women, 
migrants, minoritised people, disabled 
people. 
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Migration
is a class 
issue
By Bridget Anderson

Immigrant farmworkers in Florida. 
Low waged migrants typically 
depend on their employer for their 
(often highly temporary) right to 
stay in a state. This gives employers 
mechanisms of control over their 
legal as well as undocumented 
migrant workforce.
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National becomes 
“natural”
While unskilled work is depicted as work 
that anybody can do, not any body is 
regarded as suitable for any job. Working 
together, immigration and skills regimes 
internationalise class distinctions, and 
at the same time turn national divisions 
between workers into “natural” ones. This 
is evident in the claims about the natural 
abilities of particular nationalities that are 
a feature of employer demand for migrant 
workers across the world. 

Employers are often open about 
wanting nationalities associated 
with certain physical and personal 
characteristics. Different nationalities are 
ranked against each other, designated as 
better or worse depending on what jobs 
are to be done where. At the same time, 
this means that people’s aptitudes can 
be characterised as natural rather than 
demonstrating skill. To designate such 
physical and behavioural 
characteristics as “racial” 
would be unacceptable, and 
rightly so. However, describing 
them as “national” can be 
presented as simple common 
sense. 

Categories such as 
“migrant”, “citizen” and 
“skill” are represented as 
technical, but in practice 
are highly politicised. The 
Australian back packer working 
in a bar in Thailand and the US 
financier living in Hamburg 
may be subject to immigration 
controls, but they are rarely 
regarded as “migrants”. In 
contrast, the racialised woman 
cleaning the banker’s flat may 
be regarded as a migrant even 
if she has never crossed an 
international border in her life. 

The migrant and the citizen
Putting it crudely, the “migrant” is 
imagined as poor and often negatively 
racialised or otherwise associated with 
backwardness. This is how some people 
who have the legal status of citizens can 
nevertheless be described as “migrants”. 
Think of India’s 54 million internal 
migrants whose vulnerabilities were so 
starkly exposed by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Or the descriptor “second/third generation 
migrant” or “person of migration 
background”, used as a synonym for Black 
and ethnic minority citizens in Europe. 

The distinction between the migrant 
and citizen is in practice, not clear cut, 
and racism and xenophobia are key to 

the production of “us” and “them”. 
In many states, these framings have 
been profoundly shaped by colonial 
histories. Colonialism entrenched and 
codified differences between people 
across continents. This has continuing 
consequences for groups who may be born 
in a country but are nevertheless imagined 
as “out of place”. 

Infamously, in 2013 the Dominican 
Republic’s constitutional court removed 
citizenship from anyone who could 
not prove that their parents were legal 
residents when they were born. As a result, 
70,000-80,000 people were deported 
to Haiti over three years, and unknown 
numbers moved “voluntarily”. In India 
the implementation of strict requirements 
for documenting citizenship, and the 
publication of the National Register of 
Citizens in 2019, removed citizenship from 
1.9 million people in Assam. People lacking 
documents, or whose documents had 

“discrepancies”, were rendered stateless, 
removed from voting registers. They were 
liable to imprisonment as foreigners even 
if they had never moved from the village 
that they were born in. 

In both countries, the vast majority 
of those affected were impoverished 
and marginalised. The mobilisation of 
ethnicity and ancestry to strip or otherwise 
undermine citizenship is, like migration, a 
class issue. 

Ambiguity of the 
“national”
Taken together, immigration/skills 
regimes on the one hand, and citizenship 
stripping on the other, expose how the 
ambiguity of the term “‘national” is used 
politically. “National” can signify a legal 

relation with, or recognition by, the state 
– as in “national territory” or “national 
citizenship”. But “national” can also mean 
belonging to the nation, with the nation 
understood very loosely as referring to 
culture/cultures, languages and a people 
that stretches back in time. Membership in 
the nation is claimed through ancestry and 
often imagined as independent of and pre-
dating the state. 

The ambiguity of “national” means 
that it is possible to be a legal citizen, but 
nevertheless not considered as belonging 
to the nation. History teaches us that 
neither citizenship nor membership of 
the nation are stable statuses. This is not 
only because of ethnicity: those who are 
homeless, who are disabled, who have 
criminal records, who do not conform, 
who depend on social assistance, who are 
queer, can be rendered vulnerable to state 
violence and exclusion.

Ideas of migration, belonging and the 

nation mobilise race, labour, migration, 
gender and citizenship to divide and 
hierarchise. Making connections, alliances 
and solidarities between marginalised 
citizens, people whose presence is only 
tolerated, and migrants is vital for social 
justice. In a world where increasing and 
grotesque inequalities are manifest within, 
between and across state borders, what is 
bad for migrants is not good for citizens. 
In fact, in the final analysis, it is bad for 
citizens too.

Bridget Anderson is Director of 
the University of Bristol’s Specialist 
Research Institute, Migration 
Mobilities Bristol.

Protest against the 2019 National Register of Citizens in India 
which removed citizenship from 1.9 million people in Assam.
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My name is Siphiwo Mathys. 
I am a community activist in 
Thembalethu township in George 
and I am a member of the Active 
United Front. 

Siphiwo Mathys: In my 
community we have been residing 
with people from other tribes, 
other nations for years. They have 
been working in South Africa 
starting from years back, those 
that were working on the mines.  
It is not like they are staying in 
camps. They are staying in our 
houses. Some are our brothers-in-
law and sisters-in-law, some are 

our business partners, some our 
tenants. We don’t fear them. We 
don’t hate them. 

My only issue is access to 
resources. The panicking of people 
from the food chain makes them 
to start fearing or makes them 
to start asking questions when it 
comes to competition.

But you look currently in 
Thembalethu. We don’t have any 
fights about xenophobia. There 
are no fights, no people killing 
each other. But if you look at the 
situation, it’s bound to happen in 
future, I don’t want to lie to you. 

Amandla!: So, what are 
people saying about drugs and 
“foreigners”?

SM: If you look in Thembalethu 
where I reside, including some 
other townships, the business of 
selling drugs is like buying sweets. 
You see the guys hustling drugs 
on the streets, in front of everyone. 
And at taxi ranks, at the barber 
shops, at the saloons. And those 
boys are going in and out buying 
them. And it’s happening in front 
of everyone. 

And the police will go in their 
police vans into those places, 

spend 20 to 30 minutes and go, 
without any arrest or those guys 
been harassed.  So it looks like 
there is no protection from the 
security forces. It looks as if they 
are in cahoots. 

And you see those guys, 
Nigerians and all these other guys, 
selling drugs. I’m not saying you 
don’t have South Africans that are 
also selling drugs. I’m just now 
giving you a vision that is working 
on people’s minds. 

If the system that we have 
doesn’t work well, people will go 
for the culprit. I’m not saying it’s 
right. People are supposed to 

challenge this system to say that 
it is corrupt. But normally what 
people will do when they see that 
the system can’t assist them, they 
take the law into their hands. 

People are starting to panic, 
because of the outcomes of the 
drugs, more especially the Tik. 
Because you see, now the boys 
have started killing each other, 
started robbing people, breaking 
in houses. And now you can see 
some of them are getting mad. 
And all this is the outcome of 
using drugs. 

Now, the nearest enemy that 
people can see is the ones that are 
selling drugs, who are identified as 
being foreign. Hence, I’m fearing 
that there might be an outburst 
against these people that are 
selling drugs. My fear, when you 
have such an outbreak, it will hit 
innocent people who are seen as 
coming from the same place as 
the drug peddlers.  

A!: What should be the strategy 
to deal with this crisis?

SM: I think firstly we need to 
educate the community about 
xenophobia and move away 
from the propaganda that is 
being spread, that our people 
hate foreigners. And after we’ve 
done that, we need to focus on 
the system, meaning the current 
government system or the 
capitalist system that we are living 
under, and then try to see how to 
remedy the situation. 

We do have the immigration 
department that is based in 
Mossel Bay, the Border Patrol. They 
used to come down to George 
and have their operations to see 
who’s legal and who’s not. But 
those operations are no longer 
happening. Hence, you need to 
make sure that you challenge the 
system to say how you deal with 
this issue. 

Then you go also to the issue 
of unemployment, because now, 
the numbers of unemployed 
are increasing. And people are 
competing now for these jobs. 
And, regardless of being a legal 
immigrant or being South African 

People are starting to panic, because of the outcomes of the drugs, more 
especially the Tik. Because you see, now the boys have started killing each 
other, started robbing people, breaking in houses. And now you can see some 
of them are getting mad. And all this is the outcome of using drugs.
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citizens, all of us are in one line, 
competing for the same job. 
Hence, it’s very easy for a South 
African to say, “Okay, if you were 
not here I might have got this job. 
But now since you are here, you 
are having the job before me.” 
And it creates that panic amongst 
people. 

Now we need to understand 
and say no, it’s the system that 
is creating high competition. If 
you look in Thembalethu, during 
1995 to 2000, there was a huge 
panic about people coming from 
Eastern Cape, from KZN and 
Mpumalanga. The guys that are 
speaking Shangaan and Venda, 
they were taken as foreigners 
back then. But during the years 
people got schooled that no, 
these are South Africans. It’s just 
a matter of coming from another 
province. And they don’t need any 
documentation for moving from 
province to province. 

A!: But there’s also competition 
within the working class 
generally. You want to get 
the job not the other person, 
regardless of nationality  

SM: True. Hence, I’m saying that 
during the 90s there was that 
competition between people 
coming from other provinces. 
But people were schooled to 
understand that these are South 
Africans coming from another 
province, and they have the right 
to move and compete everywhere 
they want to compete. And it 
took years, but people 
understood that, okay, 
this is a South African. 

Now you’ve got 
this situation of illegal 
immigrants. You have 
immigrants that went 
through the system and 
have a permit to work in 
South Africa. But you’ve 
also got people that are 
flocking in illegally. 

But, how can you 
see an illegal immigrant 
from a legal immigrant 
by just looking with 
the naked eye? The 
answer is you can’t. It’s 
our department that is 
supposed to do that. Is 
the department doing 
that? No, it’s not. How 
can we make sure that 
the department does 
that? 

A!:  If operation Dudula 
comes into Thembalethu and 
campaigns for the expulsion 
of illegal immigrants, does the 
Active United Front compete 
with them and campaign against 
illegal immigrants? Or do you 
campaign for basic and essential 
services which are not being 
provided, and for decent work 
which has not been provided? 
And try and disorganise the ANC 
government on that basis.

SM: I’ve learned throughout life 
that if someone comes up with 
some other ideology, or topic or 
campaign that might disturb what 
you are doing, or that might have 
bad results for your community, 
the first thing that you do, you 
call them to the table, engage 
them, understand exactly what is 
their vision, mission and objective. 
Most people are following what 
Operation Dudula is saying 
because it speaks, for a lay 
person, it speaks exactly to their 
challenges. And the propaganda 
that is being spread is that it’s 
going to be a quick fix for them. 

So you don’t just lambast and 
fight against such operations. 
Because the moment you do 
that, you push people to support 
such operations. Rather we 
should engage them, showing 
them that there are other ways 
of confronting these challenges. 
We must open their minds to look 
more broadly at the situation, 
showing them what the capitalist 
system is doing. 

I had some engagement with 
some Dudula movement guys. 
When you engage them, and you 
are showing them the broader 
perspective of their operation, 
you will see these guys start to 
listen and say, “oh, okay, but we’ve 
never looked at the situation that 
way. And we’ve never sought 
to understand that the enemy 
is the capitalist system and the 
government of the day. But we 
were looking at the easiest and 
most immediate target that we 
can see. So we were raising people 
being in South Africa unlawfully, 
competing with us for jobs, these 
illegal people doing crime, drugs 
and all that stuff.”

We must show leadership 
on this issue. We must have guts, 
even if people won’t like you. But 
you have to show leadership, and 
be able to steer people to greener 
pastures, and not be afraid and 
not be shaken. Especially as a 
socialist working in communities, 
looking at all the social ills. 
We need to mentor these 
communities; we need to make 
sure that these communities 
are well cared for. We need to 
educate these communities 
in all of these aspects that are 
coming out, especially the political 
dogmas that are now popping 
up. We need to make sure that 
our communities are ready to 
understand the political jargon 
that is being raised.

Most people are following what 
Operation Dudula is saying because 

it speaks for a lay person, it 
speaks exactly to their 

challenges. And the 
propaganda that is 

being spread is that 
it’s going to be a 

quick fix for 
them.
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T HE STUDENT UPRISING OF 1976 
was a pivotal moment in the 
liberation movement against 
apartheid. For the first time high 

school students en masse across the 
country mobilised against Bantu Education 
and apartheid. The march by thousands of 
students and subsequent events are 
reasonably well-known. It is a history that 
inspired students in the 1980s and, more 
recently, in the Fees Must Fall movement.

 An important aspect of this history 
that has been forgotten or ignored since 
1994 is the role Soweto students played in 
forging intergenerational unity, especially 

with workers. Although Soweto students 
kept their parents in the dark about the 
June 16 march, the leadership subsequently 
recognised the strategic importance of an 
alliance with workers, in order to mobilise 
effectively against the system. 

Generational politics
When students met on June 13 to plan the 
march against the imposition of Afrikaans 
as a medium of instruction, they decided 
not to inform their parents. These young 
activists believed the older generation was 
politically conservative and fearful, and 
they would likely oppose open defiance of 
the government. A generational fault-
line seemed to exist between submissive 
adults and rebellious youth, whose 
actions marked a political rupture with 
their parents. This is an entirely valid 

interpretation but obscures other processes 
that tell a different story.

Some parents in 1975 already objected 
to the state’s plan to impose Afrikaans 
as a medium of instruction. But their 
displeasure was limited to written appeals 
to the authorities to review the policy, 
which proved ineffective. Once the uprising 
erupted, a small group of progressive 
parents met to offer solidarity with the 
students. They formed the Black Parents’ 
Association to galvanise broader support 
for the students and to draw attention 
to state repression. It was a significant 

act of solidarity that established a bridge 
between young and old. The emerging 
intergenerational unity scaled new heights 
in August and September.

In early August, the Soweto Student 
Representative Council (SSRC), which had 
assumed the leadership of the movement, 
appealed to parents to join them in a march 
to the notorious John Vorster Square to 
demand the release of detained students. 
Approximately twenty thousand residents 
– parents and students - heeded the 
call on August 4, but they were violently 
stopped by the police as they marched 
along the Soweto Highway. By joining 
their children on the streets, the main 
sites of contestation with the apartheid 
state, parents declared that the struggle 
triggered by students was also their 
struggle. Considering the short notice, the 

stayaway was a success. However, many 
workers were also prevented from going 
to work due to the disruption to local 
transport, including stoning buses and 
cars. As a result, an attempt to extend the 
stayaway by two more days failed. Despite 
these difficulties, the march proved to be 
a foundation upon which further united 
action could be mobilised. 

Azikhwelwa 
A pamphlet distributed after the strike 
claimed, “We dealt the racist regime and 
factory-owners a heavy blow – they lost 
their profits.” Here students consciously 

linked the state and bosses 
and recognised the effect 
of a workers’ stayaway. 
Soon afterwards, the 
SSRC called for a second 
stayaway on August 23 
– 25. This time, students 
campaigned extensively 
in the township through 
door-to-door visits and 
distribution of leaflets, 
to persuade rather than 
coerce workers to join the 
action. As a result, the first 
day of Azikhwelwa (stay at 
home) was a resounding 
success: a reported 75% 
of the Johannesburg 
African workforce were 
absent on that day. It was 
also the largest strike in 
Johannesburg since the 
early 1960s.

But there was 
one major constituency that did not 
heed the call for a stayaway - the hostel 
dwellers. They tended to be aloof from the 
townships and were generally uninterested 
in township politics, least of all being 
instructed by young people to stay away 
from work. Moreover, there is little 
evidence to suggest students had made any 
serious efforts to explain their campaign 
to these workers. Young activists perceived 
hostel dwellers as strike-breakers and 
confronted them on their way back from 
work, which led to a violent altercation 
during which two students were killed. 
An attempt by students to burn down the 
Meadowlands hostel further inflamed 
tensions. 

At this point the sinister hand of the 
state appeared as the police, supported 
by the Urban Bantu Council, exploited 

The Soweto Uprising:  
forging student-worker unity
By Noor Nieftagodien

The student uprising of 1976 was a pivotal 
moment in the liberation movement against 
apartheid. For the first time high school students 
en masse across the country mobilised against 
Bantu Education and apartheid.
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the anger among sections of the hostel 
dwellers to organise violent attacks on 
residents. On the morning of August 
24th a crowd of hostel dwellers, armed 
with an assortment of “traditional 
weapons”, descended on Orlando West and 
Meadowlands where they indiscriminately 
attacked residents, causing several deaths. 
This turn of events threatened 
to ignite a conflagration 
along ethnic and migrant/
township resident lines 
and consequently derail the 
student movement and the 
generational solidarity of the 
previous period.

Worker-student 
unity
To counter the destructive 
consequences of this conflict, 
the SSRC made serious efforts 
to win the support of hostel 
dwellers. A circular distributed 
on August 27th explained that:

The students have 
nothing against people 
living in the hostels, they 
are our parents they are 
victims of the notorious 
migrant labour system. 
They are forced to live 
hundreds of miles away 
from their families, their 
needs and grievances 
are ignored by the 
powers that be. WE are 
aware that they are packed like 
sardines in small rooms with 
no privacy and living under 
appalling conditions. 

Ten days later, another SSRC pamphlet 
was addressed “To all residents of Soweto, 
Hostels, Reef & Pretoria”. It countered 
the state’s effort to mobilise ethnicity to 
“divide-and-rule” black people. It called 
for solidarity “to face the common enemy: 
Apartheid, Exploitation and Oppression”, 
and declared: “Unity is strength! Solidarity 
is power!” 

Confident that they had countered the 
state’s strategy, the SSRC now mobilised 
for another stayaway on 13th -15th 
September. This time campaigning took 
place in the township and hostels. Another 
pamphlet appealed for solidarity from 
workers, specifically hostel dwellers. The 
shift in tactics yielded positive results and, 
in sharp contrast to the August events, 
migrant workers were active in mobilising 
support for the planned action. As a result, 
the stayaway was the most successful of the 
three strikes called by the SSRC. It was the 
product of learning from political mistakes, 
and working hard to win sections of the 

working class behind demands that did not 
immediately resonate with them.

Despite serious challenges, these 
stayaways achieved remarkable unity 
in action between two crucial social and 
political constituencies, workers and 
students. Since the early 1970s both had 
become more organised and radicalised, 

albeit mostly along parallel lines. Their 
convergence in 1976 in mass action 
demonstrated their collective power and 
capacity to bring the economic heartland 
of the country to a standstill. It was a 
lesson that would become a central facet of 
working class mobilisation over the next 
period.

The strategic alliance
An important consequence of the student 
uprising was that hundreds of young 
people left the country to join the exile 
movements, and particularly their armed 
wings. Of even greater significance was the 
fact that many more students became core 
activists of the internal mass movements. 
Connections between students and 
workers, or communities and workplaces, 
were strengthened by the entry of the 1976 
generation into the world of work, with 
many joining the emerging independent 
trade union movement. Indeed, a feature 
of the period from the late 1970s was the 
overlapping membership of organisations: 
youth were unionists, unionists 
belonged to civic associations and youth 
organisations, while many others joined 
political movements, as well as progressive 
sports and religious formations.

The importance of the strategic 
alliance between workers and youth/
students became even more evident from 
1979. In that year, workers belonging to the 
Food and Canning Workers’ Union went 
on strike against the company’s (Fattis & 
Monis) refusal to recognise the union. This 
industrial action by coloured and African 

workers won widespread support from 
communities across the Cape Peninsula, in 
the form of a consumer boycott. Students 
led the mobilisation of the boycott, the 
success of which forced the company to 
negotiate with the union. 

The threat of a similar boycott of 
Colgate-Palmolive products in 1981 caused 
a previously intransigent company to 
accede to workers’ demands. Students also 
organised two other boycott campaigns – 
of red meat in 1980 and Wilson Rowntree 
sweets in 1981 – but these did not achieve 
victories for workers. Nonetheless, these 
campaigns demonstrated the consumer 
power of black communities, mobilised 
into action largely by students, in support 
of organised workers. 

The forging of an alliance between 
workers and students/youth was a 
significant strategic achievement of 
this period. It did not come easily and 
encountered several challenges. But 
workers and students were committed to 
this crucial dimension of working class 
unity and power, which was principally 
responsible for ending apartheid.

Noor Nieftagodien is the Head of the 
History Workshop at Wits University.

Students and black workers demonstration, Johannesburg, 17 June 1976. Photo: A Diterich.  
The forging of an alliance between workers and students/youth was a significant strategic achievement of this period.
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Amandla!: Amcu has concluded 
a three-year agreement with 
Sibanye-Stillwater gold after 
a gruelling strike. What were 
the gains for gold workers and 
what were the main lessons 
you take from the strike?

Joseph Mathinjwa: There were 
important monetary gains. We 
have won a R1,000 increase for 
the first year, R900 for the second 
year and R750 for 
the third year. This is 
important as it will 
increase the base 
earnings of workers. 
That means that 
the new levels will 
be the baseline for 
future increases. You 
must remember we 
are dealing with the 
history of the poor 
wages paid to mine 
workers in the gold 
sector. Since 1994 
no one has really 
been concerned 
with the situation 
of mine workers. 
Instead, we have 
had BEE which gave 
a small elite great 
wealth. But this 
was at the expense 
of the majority of 
mineworkers. 

That is why 
we went on strike in 2018. That 
was a difficult strike, especially 
because workers were divided. The 
greatest gain from this strike that 
has just ended has been the unity 
of workers. The strike was jointly 
undertaken by Amcu and Num. As 
a result of the strike, no worker will 
earn less than R12,000 at Sibanye 
Gold. This is still not as good as 
we achieved at Harmony Gold, 
which is the biggest employer of 
mine workers in the gold sector. 
There we managed to win a 
R1,000 increase each year for three 
years. Harmony has a much better 
profit-sharing scheme and bonus 
system than Sibanye. So, we have 
much still to do at Sibanye.

A!: This strike was historic 
because it was conducted 
together with Num.How did 
that come about?

JM: Many people, media 
houses and political analysts, 
without looking deeper, spoke 
of animosity between Amcu and 
Num members. But you could 
see clearly it was not between the 
members of our unions. Tensions 
were fuelled by elites, who were 
the beneficiaries of these mines. 
The more the workers are divided, 
the better to cement their position 
and their influence, i.e. for their 

own selfish narrow interests. What 
I can say is that I encouraged our 
negotiating team that they should 
talk to the leadership or the chief 
negotiator of Num at Harmony 
during the wage negotiations. 

The new leadership of Num, 
through their acting general 
secretary at the time, comrade 
William Mabapa, were enthusiastic 
about forming a labour caucus 
with all the unions at Harmony. 
This was a success, which we 
carried forward to Sibanye-
Stillwater. We said, let’s take this 
to workers at Sibanye. And it was 
with workers that our unity was 
cemented. 

This united front was so 
successful that workers agreed on 
one set of demands; there was one 
negotiating mandate. It was no 
longer Amcu and Num, but a class 
mandate. Workers coined this 
united front, NumCU. That is how 
this spirit of unity was understood 
by workers. And then we agreed 
amongst ourselves that if Num 

leadership addressed a central 
mass meeting in my absence as 
the leader of Amcu, that leader 
will be also representing our office. 
Likewise, if the Amcu General 
Secretary is addressing the 
meeting, the decisions taken there 
represented both unions, and he 
would be speaking as NumCU. 
This level of unity was captured 
by us having a T-shirt for our 
demonstration outside the Union 

Building with both the logos of 
Amcu and Num, demanding 
economic emancipation. I thought 
this was a good way of showing 
the employer and the government 
we mean business

A!: The decisions to camp 
outside the Union building 
and demand that President 
Ramaphosa engage with you; 
how was that decided?

JM: The strike was a worker-
controlled strike. These decisions 
were taken by the workers 
themselves. In Rustenburg, at 
the Cosatu May Day rally, workers 
disrupted Ramaphosa’s speech 
to demand that he address the 
issues of the strike. What was 
amazing was that Amcu members 
went with their Num comrades to 
the rally. They went in their Amcu 
t-shirts and they were welcomed 

The Sibanye-Stillwater strike
Interview with Amcu President, Joseph Mathunjwa

The demonstration outside the Union Building. It was 
no longer Amcu and Num, but a class mandate.

LABOUR
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on the Num buses. That was 
something else! The unity there 
was amazing. 

A!:  Were there any negatives 
in terms of this united front 
approach? 

JM: The employer was desperate 
to divide us. They tried to infiltrate 
leadership at a branch level, 
trying to entice leaders into 
deals, putting forward different 
scenarios. Solidarity and UWASA 
pulled out of the strike and signed 
an agreement. So the Sibanye 
CEO, Froneman, gave space for 
these unions to recruit Amcu and 
Num members, since they were 
now going back to work. For an 
Amcu or Num member, by joining 
these non-striking unions, you 
could be paid, even though the 
strike had stopped the operations.

I also want to highlight the 
uselessness of the interventions of 
the Ministers of Mineral Resources 
and Energy and Labour. They 
made some noises during the 
strike but they were not working 
towards the benefit of the workers 
in the strike. They were simply 
pressurising us to accept what the 
employer put on the table. 

A!:  Will you approach the 
upcoming negotiations in the 
platinum sector by trying to forge 
a similar unity?

JM: Like ourselves, the President 
of Num was very pro this unity 
and this unity cannot just be for 
Sibanye. Wherever Amcu and 
Num exist, we should forge this 
unity. What we need to take into 
account, is that this unity cannot 
just be proclaimed. Our respective 
unions have structures and they 
must be enlightened on the 
gains that can be made when the 
working class is united. They must 
be encouraged to build this unity. 
So it’s something that we cannot 
just impose ourselves as leaders; 
it should be communicated 
thoroughly to all structures.  Of 
course, each union is independent 
and will develop their demands 
and negotiating strategy. 
However, once we have the first 
meetings with management, we 
will reflect and sit down and say, 
guys, let’s continue with this.

A!: How do you think the unity 
forged by Amcu and Num is 
being greeted in the Tripartite 
Alliance?

JM: The workers see clearly they 
are on their own. The unity of 
progressive and militant unions 
like Amcu and Num can address 
many issues. Our members can 
gain a lot. The quietness or the 
silence of the Alliance to their 
affiliate under these difficult 
times of this strike was too loud. 
I think the Num realises it is on 
its own, in particular with its new 

leadership. So for them, the best 
way is to unite to be part of us and 
to establish class consciousness, 
rather than the political 
consciousness of the Alliance.

A!: Do you think this spirit of 
unity between Amcu and Num 
could even be extended to Amcu 
and Num commemorating the 
Marikana massacre together?

JM: Marikana is a very sensitive 
issue. It is not something we as the 
leadership can just decide. It can’t 
be approached from a top down 
way. It is the other way around. It 
is a bottom up approach whereby 
we will engage the relevant 
structures of Amcu, in particular 
at Lonmin, from shaft to branches 
to regions, on inviting Num to the 
commemoration. I can’t see them 
being anti, because it was never 
personal. It could be a plus for the 
working class. 

We are encouraging it. It 
is just a matter of overcoming 
the way leaders in the Alliance, 
have labelled Amcu. Now, with 
the new leadership of Num, they 
see through this. We should 
remember, at the Koppie all 
workers were sitting side by side, 
Num, Amcu, everyone.

The presidents and general secretaries of Num and Amcu. This level of unity was 
captured by us having a T-shirt for our demonstration outside the Union Building with 
both the logos of Amcu and Num, demanding economic emancipation.
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O N 18TH MARCH 2022, THREE 
days before Human Rights Day, 
Judge Patricia Goliath delivered a 
ground-breaking judgement. It 

confirmed that economic benefits can 
never outweigh the cultural and heritage 
rights of indigenous people. The 
judgement concerned a unique and 
irreplaceable heritage site in 
Observatory, Cape Town, at 
the confluence of the Black 
and Liesbeek Rivers. It found 
that the site was under 
threat of irreparable harm 
from a 150,000 square metre 
commercial development. 

Judge Goliath’s 
interdict halted construction 
until the High Court 
reviewed the decisions. The 
now-stalled development, by 
Liesbeek Leisure Properties 
Trust (LLPT), was intended 
to house Amazon’s African 
Headquarters. It sought 
to place a monument to 
corporate power on what 
were once the open spaces 
of Khoi cattle herders, 
where sacred unions and 
ceremonies took place. 
The development included 
nine-storey high buildings, 
retail space, a private school 
and 36,000 square metres of 
residential units, of which 
80% would be upmarket 
accommodation. 

Indigenous opposition
To allow the developer to more easily 
co-opt support from the public and 
some Khoi leaders, there were artificial 
gestures. These included a “cultural 
centre”, an “indigenous herb garden”, 
an amphitheatre for performances, and 
use of Khoi names and iconography. 
These were concocted after the developer 
was confronted with fierce opposition 
from indigenous peoples to the project. 
The absurdity of having indigenous Khoi 
performances in the shadow of nine-storey 
high-rise buildings escaped the developers. 
But it didn’t escape the majority of Khoi 
Councils and revivalist groups who rallied 
behind the subsequent court case. Many 
of them argued that they were not made 
aware of the project, let alone consulted. 

Khoi and San heritage is not built out 
of concrete; rather, it is intrinsic to the 

custodianship and management of the 
land itself, in its natural form. Dr Yvette 
Abrahams likens the intricate indigenous 
knowledge of plants, animals and nature 
to that of a gardener. Studies around the 
world confirm that this has long been a way 
of life for indigenous groups. The Khoi and 
San are no exception, despite aggressive 

attempts at erasing their identity, and the 
violent epistemicide (colonial destruction 
of knowledge systems) which paints over 
that reality.

The land itself is a sacred site, because 
it is the land itself with which the original 
people of this country and continent have 
an exquisite relationship. Not a monument, 
statue, building or museum, and certainly 
not a giant slab of commercial enterprise.

Crimes from 1652 to 2022
Already, huge damage has been done. 
Part of the Liesbeek River and riverine 
valley have been infilled under the hasty 
construction to date. This constitutes 
a heritage and environmental crime 
against all people of Southern Africa, but 
particularly the San and Khoi. But more 
than that, the development is yet another 
paving-over (literally) of the atrocities 

committed by colonial powers against 
aboriginal people. These include their 
mass-murder and violent displacement. It 
is a form of holocaust and genocide denial 
that is unforgivable. It is part of an ongoing 
epistemic violence and cruelty.

It is here that these atrocities 
originated in the first place. In 1652, the 

Dutch East India Company, 
then the largest corporation on 
earth, began fencing off and 
taking land from Khoi people 
in this very precinct. They 
deployed Roman Dutch Law 
in the form of title deeds, an 
act which sparked 184 years of 
anti-colonial wars waged by 
Khoi groups, fanning out over 
the whole of Southern Africa. 
This is not only a sacred site, 
but a Ground Zero precinct – 
an epicentre of liberation and 
resistance for the San and Khoi.

The enormous 
significance of this land has 
not been widely publicised 
until now. In 2020, it was 
recognised as the starting 
point of the National Khoi 
and San Resistance and 
Liberation Heritage Route, to 
commemorate the battles 
fought against colonialism. 
Even amidst the current battle 
to preserve it from rapacious 
developers, it is being graded 
by the South African Heritage 
Resources Agency (SAHRA) 
as a National Heritage Site 

and will be proposed to UNESCO as a 
World Heritage Site. 

City gifts to  
property developers
Fierce opposition to the project has been 
led by the Goringhaicona Khoi Khoin 
Indigenous Traditional Council (GKKITC) 
and the Observatory Civic Association 
(OCA). Their court arguments have 
pin-pointed how provincial and local 
Government subjugated all environmental 
and heritage considerations to pave the way 
for economic benefits for a select few. This 
makes a complete mockery of so-called 
sustainable development. The “economic 
benefits” touted by the developer were 
nothing but a giveaway of government land, 
funds and resources to themselves and 
Amazon Web Services (AWS). 

The River Club development 
– SAME COLONISERS, DIFFERENT SHIPS
By Liesbeek Action Campaign

Fani Titi, Investec CEO. The City handed the developers a financial bonanza by rezoning the 
land for development rights, creating instant billionaire value in the hands of the wealthy 
individuals who own the LLPT and Zenprop, the property investor owned by Investec
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Firstly, the City handed the developers a 
financial bonanza by rezoning the land 
for development rights, creating instant 
billionaire value in the hands of the 
wealthy individuals who own the LLPT and 
Zenprop, the property investor owned by 
Investec. The City also made available ten 
hectares of land, including existing open-
space river corridors, to be utilised for the 
development. Without this “gift” from the 
City, comprising 40% of the development’s 
surface footprint, the development could 
never have taken place. And the City 
has already granted Amazon extensive 
electricity rebates not afforded to ordinary 
businesses. So, it is making a special effort 
to allow this development to proceed. 

Then there is the construction of the 
Berkeley Road extension – a road without 
which the development could not function. 
This is to be paid for by redeploying the 
City’s development levy. But this levy 
is intended to be used to fund public 
infrastructure such as water, sanitation and 
electricity services, not a road extension 
that enables a private development. 

Specifically, City officials responsible 
for sewage only agreed to the development 
if the levy was to be used to upgrade local 
wastewater treatment capacity. But in 
reality, the project will add significant strain 
on the Athlone sewerage works, already 
unable to cope with sewage effluent from 
increased densification in the City. When 
the Athlone treatment plant fails, it will 
discharge sewage into the Black River, 
which is part of the protected Raapenberg 
Wetlands. So instead of being an asset, this 
development will be a drain on public funds, 
undermine infrastructure and damage the 
surrounding environment.

 

Developer and the  
City keep fighting
After the court decision, the developer, 
the City and Province applied for leave 
to appeal, but Judge Goliath denied their 
application. They have now approached 
the Supreme Court. Again, public 
authorities are spending public money 
on pursuing a war against the democratic 
process by trying to reverse the interdict, 
to benefit a private developer. The City 
has previously been called out for their 
irregular spending on legal services. But 
they seem undeterred, even after Judge 
Goliath awarded costs against them in 
their failed leave to appeal.

So, the stakes are incredibly high. 
For that reason, activists standing up 
against the development have been 
subjected to smears, intimidation, death 
threats, threats of defamation lawsuits, 
social media vitriol, illegal anonymous 
emails and ongoing propaganda in media 
and newspapers. A placard-holding 
Observatory resident was shamelessly 
chased, in front of members of the media, 
by a Khoi supporter of the development 
wielding a knobkerrie.

The developer has paid R2.5 million to 
a public relations company run by former 
politician Tony Leon. Disinformation has 
been widely published and the campaign 
relies on unpaid volunteers to correct 
such misinformation, requiring massive 
amounts of their time and effort. 

Capitalism and  
indigenous rights collide
But the campaign is historic. For the first 
time, the rights of indigenous people and 
the rights of the environment are located 

together, centre stage, against wealthy 
influential forces. This tests our democracy 
to the full. This is where capitalism and 
indigenous rights collide. LLPT and 
Amazon (the richest company in the world) 
have allies in government. The money 
behind them enables them to fund an 
enormously costly campaign against us. 
They are using lawfare against community 
organisations, ratcheting up costs by 
approaching the Supreme Court. 

But the unity and solidarity of Khoi 
and San groups opposed to the sale of their 
heritage is extraordinary and inspiring. 
Along with support from a wide range 
of NGOs, labour, faith-based and civic 
organisations and more than 73,000 
individuals who have signed the petition, 
the movement continues to grow.

Together with the indigenous 
leadership, Dr Alan Boesak called last year 
for a Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
for the San and Khoi. The conversation 
around land and land reform is a painful 
one, but it must start by acknowledging 
what was stolen from aboriginal people 
of this country and continent. There can 
be no justice for stolen land without first 
recognising the epicentre, where it all 
started. 

This campaign seeks to make this 
site a place of healing: to acknowledge all 
that has been done to indigenous peoples 
under colonisation; to undo the epistemic 
violence and cruelty against them; and to 
protect the precious environmental and 
heritage resources that still survive at the 
site. That struggle is still continuing. Same 
colonisers, different ships. 

Anyone wanting to donate 
to the campaign may do 
so online, by EFT or Snapscan.

Before... ...and after
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https://www.liesbeek.org/_files/ugd/783694_6014231e97034e979768cb56c9c2303e.pdf
https://www.liesbeek.org/_files/ugd/783694_6014231e97034e979768cb56c9c2303e.pdf
https://www.iol.co.za/capeargus/news/auditor-general-red-flags-city-of-cape-town-for-r65m-irregular-expenditure-in-recent-financial-year-943dd56b-7558-480c-9b4f-90b1df6b6b43
https://www.iol.co.za/capeargus/news/auditor-general-red-flags-city-of-cape-town-for-r65m-irregular-expenditure-in-recent-financial-year-943dd56b-7558-480c-9b4f-90b1df6b6b43
https://www.dw.com/en/when-capitalism-and-indigenous-rights-collide/a-61536115
https://www.dw.com/en/when-capitalism-and-indigenous-rights-collide/a-61536115
https://www.facebook.com/liesbeekactioncampaign/videos/?ref=page_internal
https://www.liesbeek.org/donate
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This article was written before the publication 
of the final report of the Zondo Commission 
on 23rd June. 

THE ZONDO COMMISSION HAS 
made serious findings of 
criminality against individuals, 
politicians, and private 

companies that enabled and benefited 
from state capture. The findings show that 
the ANC directly facilitated corruption and 
financially gained from it. Notably, the 
ANC’s deployment committee 
recommended that corrupt actors be 
awarded board positions at various public 
entities. In addition, the proceeds of 
corrupt tenders flowed directly to the ANC. 

The governing party is now in a period of 
self-proclaimed “renewal”. But as 
pressure increases for the party to change, 
it appears steadfast on protecting both its 
deployment committee and the sources of 
its funding. 

When ANC President Cyril Ramaphosa 
appeared before the Zondo Commission 
in April 2021, he was asked to explain the 
role of the ANC’s deployment committee 
and to address the party’s political funding 
sources. Evidence from the Commission 
show that the ANC directly benefited from 
tender corruption, receiving kickbacks 
and bribes as a form of party funding. As 
will be discussed later in this article, the 
governing party is now scrambling to resist 
transparency legislation which forces 
South African political parties to declare 
their donors. 

Meanwhile, the ANC’s deployment 

committee has come under scrutiny at 
the Commission over its interference 
in various state-owned entities (SOEs). 
The deployment committee is a branch 
of the ANC that recommends candidates 
for various positions in the public sector, 
including SOEs. But the ANC’s insistence 
on deploying its own cadres has done more 
damage than good, and it has shown little 
willingness to change. 

Establishing the 
deployment committee 
The origins of the ANC’s official policy 
on cadre deployment can be traced back 
to the party’s Kabwe Conference in 1985. 

But it was only in 1998 that its national 
deployment committee was established 
and in 1999 that it adopted an official 
deployment policy. In an affidavit to 
the Zondo Commission in 2021, ANC 
chairperson, Gwede Mantashe, explained 
that the committee evolved to serve the 
ANC’s transformation project in the 
public sector after apartheid: “Strategic 
deployment of ANC cadres played an 
important role in the ANC taking control of 
the post-liberation state.”

Today, the committee is headed by 
the party’s deputy president. It consists of 
15 members of the ANC, who are mostly 
from the party’s highest structure — the 
National Executive Committee (NEC). 
During the height of capture, in the 
years from 2012 to 2017, the head of the 
committee was ANC Deputy President Cyril 
Ramaphosa. It is now the Ramaphosa-

led party that will have to consider what 
Justice Zondo will say in his final findings 
on the deployment committee. So far, the 
Zondo Commission has made damning 
preliminary findings against the ANC over 
its deployment policy and how it facilitated 
state capture.  

The cadres and the SOEs
In its report on Eskom, the Zondo 
Commission questioned whether the 
ANC had done its due diligence to ensure 
“people of integrity” were recommended 
for positions at Eskom. It found that 
the deployment committee likely knew 
that Ben Ngubane would be appointed 
chairperson of Eskom, Brian Molefe would 
become the power utility’s chief executive 
officer, and Anoj Singh would be its chief 
financial officer. 

Ngubane, Molefe and Singh were 
found by the Commission to be the key 
enablers of capture at Eskom. They allowed 
dodgy procurement deals to proceed at the 
expense of Eskom’s performance and for 
the benefit of Gupta-linked companies. 
The Commission also suggested that the 
ANC’s role in board appointments made it 
culpable for what transpired at the SOEs – 
like Eskom - where it had interfered. 

“The question that the people of 
South Africa are entitled to ask is: where 
was the ANC as the Guptas took control of 
important SOEs such as Transnet, Eskom 
and Denel? Where were they?”, the Zondo 
Commission said in its report on Eskom. 

At Transnet, meanwhile, the 
Commission found it “reasonable to 
infer” that the deployment committee 
had played a role in the appointment of 
the public entity’s former Group Chief 
Executive Officer, Siyabonga Gama. Gama 
was linked to irregular contracts worth 
billions being unduly awarded to the Gupta 
patronage network. Gama was arrested and 
charged in connection with state capture at 
Transnet in May 2022.

Since the Commission released these 
findings, new allegations have emerged 
against the deployment committee. The 
Democratic Alliance obtained the minutes 
of ANC deployment committee meetings 
from 2018 until 2020, through legal 
action from the Zondo Commission. The 
minutes show that the governing party 
had, worryingly, discussed appointments 
to the judiciary and Chapter 9 institutions, 
including the South African Human Rights 
Commission. 

Significantly, Ramaphosa told 
the Zondo Commission in April 2021 
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So far, the Zondo Commission has made damning preliminary findings against the ANC over its 
deployment policy and how it facilitated state capture

NEW DAWN OR FALSE DAWN? 
The reality behind ANC’s promises of renewal
By Ra’eesa Pather and Michael Marchant for Open Secrets

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=04jWI-1uqXM
https://www.news24.com/citypress/politics/zondo-criticises-anc-over-cadre-minutes-20220122
https://www.news24.com/citypress/politics/zondo-criticises-anc-over-cadre-minutes-20220122
https://www.statecapture.org.za/site/files/documents/522/Day_385_-_29_Apr_2021_BBB2_Ramaphosa_MC_ANC_CR02.pdf
https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/mantashe-explains-cadre-deployment-to-zondo-commission-984813d6-1207-49d9-a89f-427ef6ab1c65
https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/mantashe-explains-cadre-deployment-to-zondo-commission-984813d6-1207-49d9-a89f-427ef6ab1c65
https://www.opensecrets.org.za/
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under oath that he was not aware that 
the deployment committee discussed 
candidates for judicial posts. However, 
the minutes of a committee meeting from 
22 March 2019 show that the party did 
precisely that. This is concerning evidence 
that the ANC has intended to influence 
appointments that should be independent 
of political influence.  

These examples from the Zondo 
Commission report, and the ANC meeting 
minutes, show that cadre deployment 
is linked to corruption. It is a network 

through which politically appointed 
board members at SOEs enable corrupt 
procurement contracts, which in turn lead 
to the near collapse of these SOEs. 

But cadre deployment is only one 
piece of how the party’s policies have 
enabled capture.

The ANC’s corrupt funds
While Ramaphosa insists only individuals 
within the ANC have acted corruptly, 
findings from the Zondo Commission show 
how the party as a whole benefited from 
corrupt activity — most notably through 
its party funding coffers. The findings of 
the Commission demonstrate that the 
proceeds of corrupt tenders were used to 
fund the ANC itself. 

The Zondo Commission found that in 
the Free State, a company called Blackhead 
Consulting was corruptly awarded a R255 
million tender in 2014. The company also 
made donations amounting to millions 
of rand to the ANC between 2013 and 

2018. The ANC also partly funded its 
2016 Gauteng local government election 
campaign through the corrupt solicitation 
of R50 million from the company EOH. 
Bosasa, another company that used bribery 
to access tenders, was also one of the 
ANC’s big funders for more than a decade. 

The ANC’s promise of renewal is now 
being tested, but it is failing. The Political 
Party Funding Act (PPFA) is a major 
new law introduced in 2021. It promotes 
transparency around how political parties 
are funded. The law requires political 

parties to report all donations over 
R100,000 made to them in a year, and 
limits donations by a single donor to R15 
million per year. It requires transparency 
in the hopes of preventing funding by 
corrupt sources. The law came into effect 
after pressure was applied by civil society 
organisations, including My Vote Counts. 

Yet after just one year, and despite 
the Zondo Commission calling for the 
strengthening of the PPFA, the ANC is 
intending to weaken it. The party proposes 
to increase the thresholds for reporting 
donations so that far fewer donations are 
made public. It also wants to raise or even 
remove any limit to donations made by one 
donor in a year. The ANC is desperate for 
donations because it faces a financial crisis. 
The governing party is over R200 million 
in debt, cannot pay its employees, and 
owes SARS over R100 million in taxes. It 
is now attempting to undermine the PPFA 
to increase its funding, even if it means 
inviting the proceeds of crime into the 

organisation.
The ANC’s latest reported donations 

in terms of the PPFA show that the party 
continues to accept dubious funds. The 
Independent Electoral Commission (IEC), 
the body responsible for reporting in terms 
of the PPFA, reported that the ANC received 
just one donation in the first quarter of 
2022. It was R10 million from a company 
called United Manganese of Kalahari 
(UMK). UMK is majority owned by a group 
of companies that includes Chancellor 
House. Last year, Chancellor House 

admitted that it was owned by a trust linked 
to several tender corruption scandals. The 
trust had the ANC as its sole beneficiary. 
Another investor in UMK is Viktor 
Vekselberg, a Russian businessman with 
close links to Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, who is subject to US sanctions. 
Clearly, the ANC has little concern about 
where its funding comes from, despite the 
findings of the Zondo Commission. 

If the ANC continues to undermine 
party funding transparency, its promises 
of renewal and change will remain empty. 
Similarly, the party’s lack of willingness 
to stop its policy of cadre deployment is an 
indication that it values its own power more 
than the public interest.  The governing 
party should be prioritising the removal of 
corrupt influences from its structures and 
finances, but at present it seems unwilling 
to change.

Ra’eesa Pather is an investigator 
and Michael Marchant is the Head of 
Investigations at Open Secrets.

“The question that the people of South Africa are entitled to ask is: where was the ANC as the 
Guptas took control of important SOEs such as Transnet, Eskom and Denel? Where were they?”
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THE WATER CRISIS IN NELSON 
Mandela Bay is getting worse. 
Already, Churchill Dam has 
reached 0%. Meanwhile, the 

council is fighting over who should be the 
City Manager and is using rate payers’ 
money for lawsuits. They debate who 
should run the city and lead the coalition 

government. But there is no debate about 
the water crisis. This has led to a delay in 
the passing of the adjustment budget to 
deal with the problem. 

Because of this, the council voted 
in favour of the intervention of the 
Department of Water Affairs to mitigate 
the worsening situation in the Metro. 
The Minister implemented this take 
over, using his interpretation of Section 
63(2) of the Water Services Act. The 
corrupt Amatola Water was accepted to be 
implementing agent for the intervention 
of the minister and his department.  

But there is no mention of the 
corruption of the Water Boards. Their 
bureaucratic process in taking key 
decisions has led to serious water 
problems in Makhanda. In 1903, when 
the Rand Water Board was founded, their 
focus was to secure enough water for 
mining and commercial agriculture, and 
the growing manufacturing sector. This is 
not what we need at the moment - citizens 
must come first. Government must 
themselves carry out these tasks with their 
own technical personnel.

Hypocrisy, lies and 
accountability
The Water Crisis Committee has also 
been writing in press statements about 
the hypocrisy of the Nelson Mandela Bay 
Municipality. They say on live television 
that the situation is under control and 

they are handling it very well. Yet they 
have failed to honour an invitation 
from residents to assure them of this 
claim. Meanwhile, people are getting sick 
from the water, dams are running dry, and 
most reservoirs are getting to 0%. 

This is a situation that could have 
been avoided seven years ago, if the money 
allocated by Treasury to fix the ailing 
infrastructure had been put to good use. 
Now, children are dying, and people are 
getting sick from the E.Coli in the water. 
And there is no plan to review and look into 
this.

They are bragging that they have been 
peer reviewed by Cape Town. Meanwhile 
they ignore the calls from residents to 
account. The municipality must allow 
residents who are directly affected by this 
water situation to peer review them. This 
shows the elitist character of this NMB 
government. 

Too late and too expensive
We are expecting Day Zero in June. But 
boreholes will only be installed in August. 
After seven years. This shows the inept 

bungling and unpreparedness of this 
municipality in dealing with this water 
crisis. 

And there is little word from them 
about how they will deal with the issue 
of contractors that inflate prices for 
tenders. This will hinder installation of the 

boreholes in August and the 
completion of the Orange 
River pipeline. And anyway, 
the Orange River pipeline will 
not fix the dirty water coming 
from the dams. There might 
be more circulation of water 
in the system, but it will put 
the same or greater burden 
on water treatment plants.

Leaks
On 13th May, the Municipal 
Public Accounts Committee 
(MPAC) received a report 
on water loss that could fill 
about two dams. 34 % of 
these are physical losses that 
include water leaks that are 
not attended to. How is this 
under control? Residents 
complain everyday about 
how it takes weeks for the 
municipality to attend to 
them.

But they say they are fixing leaks. 
Maybe 1,000 leaks a week. They are simply 
dealing with a crisis they cannot manage 
on their own. They are in over their heads. 
And this crisis will not be fixed even if 
they could handle all the leaks in a timely 
manner. The entire water system needs to 
be overhauled.

Residents complain that municipal 
trucks go past water leaks if they are not 
reported to the municipality and do not 
have a case number. In the midst of a water 
crisis, imagine. 

Water apartheid
What is happening on the ground is what 
we call water apartheid. White middle 
class areas have communal taps. On the 
other side, black working class areas have 
to queue for water tankers. And the water 
tankers bring dirty and rusty water with 
sand in it. 

Siyabulela Mama is co-researcher at 
the Centre for Post-School Education 
and Training and an activist in the 
Assembly of the Unemployed.

The NMB water crisis  
and the crisis of political priorities
By Siyabulela Mama

Where the water should be in Mpofu dam. Churchill dam has now reached 0%. 
This is a situation that could have been avoided seven years ago, if the money 
allocated by Treasury to fix the ailing infrastructure had been put to good use.

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/a108-97.pdf
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Eskom transmission. This is the most cumbersome and costly part of Eskom, 
especially when changing over electricity production from coal and oil to 

renewable energy (RE), like wind and solar power. So this part of Eskom will stay 
public and carry all the new infrastructure costs.

AN IMPORTANT STEP IN THE 
privatisation of electricity sales 
in South Africa is about to be 
taken. The process the 

government has embarked on is in effect a 
privatisation of sales, as in any 
privatisation of public property.  Private 
investments have to produce a steady and 
secure income stream for shareholders, 
and that is of course about sales to the 
market.

Selective privatisation
This is why on 9th June the government 
and the Board of Eskom announced that 
the “unbundling” of Eskom into three 
parts – generation, transmission and 
distribution – will start by creating the 
“National Transmission Company of 
South Africa” (NTCSA). This will run 
the electricity grid. This is the most 
cumbersome and costly part of Eskom, 
especially when changing over electricity 
production from coal and oil to renewable 
energy (RE), like wind and solar power. 
So this part of Eskom will stay public and 
carry all the new infrastructure costs. 

Meanwhile, the distribution part of 
Eskom is much more lucrative, especially 
in areas where there is enough money 
to pay bills. So private capital will flock 
around the distribution of electricity to 
affluent areas like Sandton, Constantia, 
and gated communities in general. And 
of course to members of the “Energy 
Intensive Users Group”, like the 
scandalised Glencore and Anglo American. 
Meanwhile Eskom’s “unbundled”, 
publicly-owned distribution company 
will be welcome to deal with bankrupt 
municipalities and Soweto, that owe the 
parastatal over R40 billion. 

Next up are Prasa and Transnet. A 
Private Public Partnership (PPP) policy 

was agreed in the “Country Partnership 
Framework” (CPF) with the World 
Bank in June last year. And as for trains, 
private capital prefers to sell the tickets. 
Responsibility for investment in rail and 
rail maintenance will no doubt be public. 

Cities, towns, townships and 
informal settlements have broken water 
pipes, sewage systems and roads. For 
example, during The Nelson Mandela 
Bay water crisis , an estimated “29%” 
of its fresh water leaks out into the 
ground and flows in the streets. The 
government’s response? “Smart cities” 
which will require tens of billions of rand 
in investments  

The CPF document say that the 
World Bank will “assist four cities to 
develop credible smart city strategies”. 
Why not use that money to repair what 
is broken everywhere else, like repairing 
communities in KZN after the floods?

 

Only profit matters
The answer lies in the difference between 
investment for private profit and public 
investment for social purposes. Private, 
for-profit logic involving billions of 
rand demands profit now. As far as 
capital is concerned, the job of the state 
is to create the conditions for it to make 
profit – transmission lines for it to make 
profit selling electricity; a functional rail 
network for it to make profit selling train 
tickets. 

Repair of water pipes, sewage 
systems, local roads or the more than 
half of our failing water treatment 
works are typical public sector projects. 
But provincial and local governments 
no longer have their own workers to 
maintain public infrastructure, on which 
both household and business production 
depend. That would compete with the 

project to build a black business class via 
tender and procurement. And it is not a 
part of economic policy to expand the 
reach of the public sector. So repair and 
maintenance of basic infrastructure are 
outsourced, begging to be looted.

Small and medium sized business 
(SMMEs) can accumulate capital and 
owners can bolster consumption by over-
charging for services and taking short 
cuts. At the end of the day, however, it is 
not in maintenance and repairs that the 
big money is found. Big capital has no 
taste for pothole or water pipe contracts in 
broken towns. 

When billions of private capital are 
invested in a “new” city, a stable and 
secure income stream can be generated. 
Return on investment will be 15-20%. The 
investment will be paid back in 5-7 years. 
Then it will give dividends to shareholders 
for decades to come from rents from posh 
flats, interest on house loans, fees for 
“smart” internet and security, profits 
from malls and whatever else can be 
extracted from the upper middle class and 
the rich, who can pay. 

Sewage in the streets on the one 
hand. Government raving about “Smart 
Cities” on the other. They coexist. But it is 
the smart cities they dream of. And they 
say that capitalism will save South Africa.  

Dick Forslund is an economist 
at Alternative Information and 
Development Centre (AIDC).

Privatisation  
of distribution

By Dick Forslund
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T HE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, AND 
the lockdown it gave rise to, were 
unprecedented in South Africa’s 
recent history.  So too was the 

devastation wrought on people’s lives and 
worlds. “Building back better” is a phrase 
that runs like a hopeful thread through 
South Africa’s post-lockdown recovery 
plans. It attempts to look forward to an 
emergent world of possibility – to 
something different, something exceeding 
what we once had. But which 
sectors of the economy are to 
be built back better? How 
have the needs of these 
sectors been defined and 
accommodated by the 
various economic stimulus 
plans? And who stands to 
benefit from these plans 
most?  

The focus of this article 
is the care economy. This 
is the sector responsible 
for the provision of care 
and services, both paid and 
unpaid, that enable the 
nurturing and reproduction 
of current and future 
populations. Just how vital 
this economy is to human well-being was 
made abundantly clear by the Covid-19 
pandemic. It took the form of the health 
care offered to those who were ill, as 
well as the increased responsibilities for 
childcare placed on parents (and women in 
particular) during the lockdown. 

The NGO sector in South Africa plays 
a significant role in this economy. It also 
employs a large percentage of women – 
estimated at 69% of its workforce in 2017. 
The lockdown had a disproportionate 
impact on women’s employment and 
incomes. So, if we examine how the NGO 
care economy has been factored into 
economic recovery plans, it will also tell 
us something about how gender has been 
factored into those plans. 

But a bit of background is required 
first to understand some of the ways 
the lockdown affected the care economy 
occupied by NGO social care services. Let’s 
take the example of domestic violence 
shelters.  

Funding domestic  
violence shelters
NPOs and the Department of Social 
Development (DSD) both provide social 
care services. This is an arrangement 

that dates back to the 1930s and the 
establishment of the country’s first 
department of welfare. As NPO services 
fulfil the mandate of the state, they are 
subsidised by DSD - as at August 2018, 
reportedly 16,635 NGOs were subsidised 
to provide some form of social service. 

As a subsidy does not cover the full 
costs of any service, NGOs are expected to 
raise the balance of their funds elsewhere. 
Their usual fund-raising activities, 

such as golf days and other events, were 
made impossible by the conditions of the 
lockdown. Donations by companies and 
others evaporated almost completely, 
either because they were themselves 
battered by the lockdown or because they 
had contributed their available moneys 
to the Solidarity Fund. Measures aimed 
at mitigating the economic impact of 
the lockdown, such as the Temporary 
Employer/Employee Relief Scheme 
(TERS), were unsuited to their specific 
circumstances - NGO staff were, in 
theory, employed and awaiting their 
subsidies. 

The National Shelter Movement 
(NSM) is an umbrella body for 78 shelters 
across the country. The sector provides 
a case study in leadership and survival 
during this period. 

GBV, shelters and  
the pandemic
There was considerable political rhetoric 
around the “second pandemic” of gender-
based violence and shelters were identified 
as essential services. So they could 
reasonably have expected the government 
to provide additional assistance to cope 
with the anticipated influx of women and 

their children. No such assistance arrived. 
Instead, shelters were faced with a host of 
additional, unplanned costs not covered by 
their subsidies. 

Support came instead from the 
private sector. It came from Uber, whose 
travel assistance reduced shelter workers’ 
and residents’ use of public transport and 
potential exposure to the coronavirus, 
as well as filling in the gaps left by the 
police. It came from international donors, 

responding to the NSM’s public advocacy 
on behalf of its members. And it came from 
the Solidarity Fund, which contributed R7.7 
million alone towards personal protective 
equipment (PPE), in addition to its 
contributions to the healthcare of shelter 
residents and staff. 

This aid was especially important in 
the Eastern Cape and North West provinces 
where payment of subsidies was delayed 
by six months. This led a few shelters to 
restrict the number of women they could 
assist. Where shelter staff were not in a 
position to take on personal debt, they 
simply could not afford to purchase food 
and other necessities for residents. 

Financial challenges remain
While shelters may have survived this 
period, their challenges prior to the 
lockdown remain unchanged.  The 
balance of their costs must still be 
found, but now in the context of a highly 
constrained economy and restrictions on 
government spending. There is still no 
nationally-standardised costing of shelter 
services, and this maintains inequities 
between provinces and between shelters. 
Housemothers still receive subsidies below 
the minimum wage while the subsidies 
towards professional staff do not even 

Domestic violence and the care 
economy after the pandemic
By Lisa Vetten

Just how vital this economy is to human well-being was 
made abundantly clear by the Covid-19 pandemic.
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match the entry level equivalent post in the 
DSD. And the relative gap between these 
has increased over time. (This is the case 
across the NPO sector and not specific to 
shelters.) In 2012/13 the subsidy for an NPO 
social auxiliary worker was 86% of the 
equivalent entry-level post in the DSD. By 
2016/17 this had fallen to 61%. Subsidies 
towards social work posts decreased from 
70% to 65% over the same period, and for 
social work supervisors from 66% to 57%. 

Employment and skills training for 
women residents have also become more 
difficult. Due to the contraction of the 
economy during the lockdown, companies 
are no longer able to donate fabric for 
sewing schemes, for example, or to offer 
women employment. The increased wear 
and tear to shelters during the lockdown is 
very difficult to address; DSD subsidies do 
not cover maintenance.  

Against that backdrop, it’s time to 
turn to what has been proposed by the 
state. 

Social care and 
unemployment 
In October 2021, the Presidential 
Employment Stimulus plan was announced. 
This included a Social Employment Fund 
spearheaded by the Department of Trade, 
Industry and Competition (DTIC) and 
managed by the Industrial Development 
Corporation (IDC). “Social employment” is 
a form of public works; the key difference 
is that social employment is managed 
by the non-state sector and public 
employment programmes are managed 

by the state. Attention to gender-based 
violence features in the community safety 
theme and provides funding for projects 
employing a minimum of 1,000 women, 
two days per week for nine months. 

National Treasury’s Neighbourhood 
Development Partnership Programme 
also forms part of the stimulus plan. 
Eight cities are funded to include actions 
against domestic violence as part of their 
Public Employment Programme. DSD’s 
programmes focus on three areas: the 
Early Childhood Development (ECD) 
sector, the employment of social workers 
by the department and the expansion 
of the National Development Agency’s 
community service programme. 

Although components of the 
stimulus plan focus on violence towards 
women, the plan’s primary goal is 
creating employment at scale. This 
aim is not particularly compatible with 
building back shelters and other social 
care services. Existing jobs at risk due 
to funding difficulties are not easily 
saved through this mechanism either. 
Caring work requires skill, training and 
supervision which the funds don’t really 
allow for; the twenty per cent that can be 
allocated to organisations’ costs are for 
the management of projects only. The 
design of the plan does not lend itself to 
creating employment projects for women 
in shelters either. 

Ultimately, the scheme seems most 
suited to large-scale community or 
door-to-door education and information 
drives. These have their place but must be 

supported by services. Where, after all, do 
women go once they’ve been conscientised 
about their situation? Moreover, who will 
absorb the women who are offered these 
job opportunities, once they come to an 
end? 

The fit between the violence 
women experience, care and industrial 
development, as well as trade, industry 
and competition, is not at all obvious 
– and that may be the problem.  If this 
programme had been developed in 
collaboration with organisations then it 
might have taken their needs into better 
account and produced a more suitable 
and effective intervention. This might 
have been not that dissimilar to the DSD’s 
programme, with its focus on social 
workers and a variety of community 
workers. 

The lockdown exacerbated the deep 
and long-standing challenges faced by 
the NGO segment of the care economy. 
Unless and until these are recognised and 
grappled with, there can be no building 
back better for this economy. 

Lisa Vetten is a research associate at 
the Southern Centre for Inequality 
Studies based at the University of the 
Witwatersrand. Her work has a strong 
focus on the NGO social care sector, 
the gender-based violence sector 
in particular. She has completed 
four different studies of domestic 
violence shelters in partnership with 
the National Shelter Movement, with 
another two in the process of being 
written up.

There was considerable political rhetoric around the “second pandemic” of gender-based 
violence and shelters were identified as essential services. So they could reasonably have 
expected the government to provide additional assistance to cope with the anticipated 
influx of women and their children. No such assistance arrived.
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MANY SUPER-RICH PEOPLE, 
including the richest, Elon 
Musk, became even richer 
during the pandemic, as 

governments printed even more money 
than usual. In between overseeing his 
various companies, Musk is fond of 
playing the stock and cryptocurrency 
markets. His critics say that this hobby is 
his main source of wealth, along with 
government subsidies. It’s part of how he 
came to bid to buy Twitter. The offer was 
priced at $44 billion, nearly as much as 
Zuma’s nuclear deal would have cost South 
Africa. Negotiations are ongoing, leading 
to legal proceedings by shareholders.

Twitter is a brand with few tangible 
assets. Its value 
lies in it being 
the platform of 
choice for the 
(Western and 
West-adjacent) 
world’s “thought 
leaders”, whether 
acclaimed, 
self-anointed 
or wannabe. 
It sometimes 
yields a profit 
from advertising, 
but nowhere 
near other mass 
platforms like 
Facebook or 
YouTube.

Because 
many of his 
numerous Twitter 
followers belong 
to the investing classes, Musk used to 
influence share prices by tweeting about 
companies. He (and anyone he shared 
his plans with) could profit by buying or 
selling before or after the price shifts. The 
US Securities & Exchange Commission 
(which regulates the stock exchange) 
then obtained a court order restraining 
such tweets. Thus began his “free speech” 
crusade.

Twitter’s algorithms
Twitter started off paying lip service 
to freedom of speech, other than hate 
speech. But the market forces of 21st 
century surveillance capitalism obliged 
it to emphasise some speech at the 
expense of the rest. The selection process 
is automated, and the sets of instructions 

used are “algorithms”. Most visibly, this 
leads to “flame wars” where users are 
attracted by controversy. This translates 
into ad sales. The addictive value of outrage 
inevitably led to toleration of some hate 
speech, as long as its targets were outside 
the core of Western patriarchy and/or 
capitalism.

Twitter’s algorithms determine 
one’s “reach” (how many people see your 
tweets). They are influenced by how many 
followers you have and how much they 
interact with your tweets. So, enterprising 
third parties began to offer followers for 
sale. These followers are either human or 
“bots”. The bots are automated accounts 
which fake human identities, by the 

thousand. The humans are low-income 
citizens who are paid a pittance for each 
“like”, retweet or comment from a given 
list.

Twitter has responded to this by 
assuring the public that it has taken steps 
to limit such manipulation. However, 
the details remain confidential, other 
than occasional announcements of bulk 
disconnection of bot accounts.

Political censorship
More subtly, political censorship began 
to be institutionalised under the banner 
of protecting users from hate speech and 
disinformation. This was ramped up with 
the emergence of the Trump phenomenon, 
which was built largely on Twitter. It 
was redoubled with the pandemic and its 

accompanying “conspiracy theories”. 
Twitter has an “application programming 
interface” (API) which permits 
investigation of the interactions between 
users. As a result, a cottage industry has 
emerged of data analysts mapping the 
influence of networks of prominent users 
and swarms of bots. In South Africa, this 
made big news when the Gupta project was 
boosted by London-based PR agency Bell 
Pottinger.

Who is Musk?
Musk threatens all this in several ways. He 
says he will “open-source” the algorithms. 
He has also said he will retrench about 
a thousand employees, since his free-

speech policy 
will reduce the 
need for content 
moderation. 
He speaks of 
“authenticating” 
human users so 
as to eliminate 
bots. However, 
loss of online 
anonymity would 
in fact threaten 
the freedom 
of speech of 
users facing 
repression. This 
would include 
LGBTIQ+ people 
in most countries. 
Which brings us 
to the question 

of Musk’s 
personal value 

system, which presumably determines his 
definition of free speech.

He scorns many concerns people 
have about the planet. He glibly refers to 
humankind spreading its wings to inhabit 
other planets and perhaps space stations. 
Like a typical engineer (although he isn’t 
one), he seems not to understand the lack 
of certainty in ecological complexity; to 
him, everything is a machine. Never mind 
if biodiversity is rapidly disappearing; gene 
synthesis and editing will provide tailored 
organisms for every need. Profitably, of 
course.

Musk mentions climate change when 
promoting electric cars, but his rockets 
use vast amounts of fossil fuel. He has 
infamously said the US will “coup whoever 
it wants to”.

Musk’s Twitter move:  
VANITY OR GAME-CHANGER?
By Michael Graaf

Musk speaks of “authenticating” human users so as to eliminate bots. However, loss of online 
anonymity would in fact threaten the freedom of speech of users facing repression.
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Regarding Twitter itself, he declares 
it to have a “left-wing” bias. By that he 
means that it favours the centre-right 
US Democratic party over the far-right 
Republican one. After all, Twitter closed 
Trump’s account. They did this after he 

broke its rules against hate speech many 
times over several years, then added the 
final straw by rejecting the election result 
granting Biden the presidency.

Musk’s vast following on Twitter 
largely shares his views and fantasies. 
It’s hardly surprising that its public 
expressions display similar demographics 
to his own: white, male, and libertarian-
imperialist.

Migration to the Fediverse
One result of the announcement of Musk’s 
purchase of Twitter was a surge of users 
looking for alternative “microblogging” 
platforms. Many had previously shrugged 
off criticisms of the “virtual town square” 
being controlled by private capital. But 
now they saw the point. Previous owners 
include the barbaric Saudi royal family, 
so it reflects badly on those who waited 
until Musk’s move before becoming 
uncomfortable. Some of these sudden 
converts have even organised a campaign 
to stop the deal.

The most-mentioned alternative 
microblogging service was Mastodon, 
which had passed its five-millionth 
user account milestone days before the 
Twitter announcement. Although its user 
interface resembles that of Twitter, it’s 
a very different beast. It’s open-source. 
And it’s not a company. It’s a federation of 

independent servers controlled by anyone 
who can afford one, and today these can be 
quite cheap. And Mastodon servers can also 
federate with other decentralised social 
media such as Pixelfed, an Instagram 
equivalent. The collective term for all of 

these is the Fediverse. This interoperability 
is like that of email systems, where a client 
of any provider may message any other 
user/s, whether on the same or other 
servers. By contrast, a user of a “walled 
garden” like Twitter can only interact with 
other Twitter users there.

The political significance of federated 
social media is that rules of conduct are 
made independently for each server. Some 
are controlled by a single administrator - 
some people run their own server with no 
other users. But most require some degree 
of community consensus. Furthermore, 
whoever controls a server decides which 
other servers it federates with.

A dramatic illustration of this was 
when Gab, a right-wing social network, 
migrated onto its own version of 
Mastodon. Gab had been denied further 
conventional web hosting. Very few 
existing servers chose to federate with it, 
and several mobile apps for the Fediverse 
blacklisted the Gab domains. Most 
Mastodon servers adhere to the Mastodon 
Server Covenant, a commitment to content 
moderation.

Twitter has also been working on 
decentralised social media; its Blue Sky 
project recently open-sourced its first 
batch of code for potential collaborators to 
experiment with. Although Blue Sky is said 
to be independent of Twitter management, 

it seems to have telepathically foreseen the 
wish of its future owner. The code batch 
is named Authenticated Data Experiment 
(ADX). Each user will “own” their content, 
being able to publish it not only on Twitter 
but other platforms, each with their own 

moderation regime.

Decentralised 
social media
The economic significance 
of decentralised social 
media is that a spectrum 
is now possible, ranging 
from commercial entities 
like Twitter and Gab, 
with millions of users, 
to a teenager running 
their own $10 server 
with no other users. The 
“walled garden” effect of 
being obliged to use the 
specific social network 
that your peers are using 
will no longer apply. How 
advertisers will adapt, 
remains to be seen.

In what could be a 
crucial swing factor, the 
European Commission 
has funded the fediverse 
via its Next Generation 
Internet project. It has 
also put its mouth where 

its money is, by starting its own Mastodon 
server, where, among other things, 
media releases are shared. Institutions 
associated with the EU are following suit, 
such as the German government and 
some universities. Journalists, notoriously 
reliant on Twitter for their content, may 
eventually have to migrate. Not to be 
outdone, crypto cultists are also jumping 
on the fediverse bandwagon.

Besides laws and policies promoting 
interoperability, there’s a chance that 
anti-monopoly laws and policies could 
somewhat level the playing fields.

Owning publishing platforms is 
even more traditional for billionaires 
than owning rocket companies. Trump 
too commissioned a version of Mastodon, 
though if, as seems likely, Musk allows 
him back on Twitter, he may lose interest 
in Truth Social. Then again, he’s probably 
canny (or at least, well-advised) enough 
to hedge his bets by synchronising 
his Twitter and Truth Social accounts. 
This could lead to a bigger surge of new 
Fediverse users than Musk’s offered 
purchase of Twitter has.  Interesting times 
indeed.

Michael Graaf is a community 
informatics practitioner and activist 
based in Cape Town.

Tweet interaction map: SA social unrest, July 2021; grouped thematically and/or by affiliation.
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THE SRI LANKAN 
catastrophe persists 
with no signs of 
respite. The terrible 

economic crisis has sparked an 
unprecedented mass protest 
that started after the Sri 
Lankan government defaulted 
on its external debt obligations 
in April 2022. The previous 
Prime Minister, Mahinda 
Rajapaksa, had to flee his 
Colombo residence and take 
refuge in a naval base in 
Trincomalee to escape mass 
anger. Mahinda and his family 
had been in firm control of the 
country since he took the reins 
of the Sri Lanka Freedom Party 
(SLFP) in 2005. His public 
image was bolstered after 
waging the war against the 
Tamil minority, and especially 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam (LTTE), in 2009. 

His downfall was as 
remarkable as his rise. In the eyes of an 
observer, “the family took complete 
control of the island nation and then 
frittered it all away rather spectacularly”.

It seemed, temporarily, that 
his brother and president, Gotabaya 
Rajapaksa, would quickly meet the same 
fate. However, in an attempt to divert 
mass rage, the President invited Ranil 
Wickremesinghe, former prime minister 
and leader of the United National Party 
(UNP), to become prime minister, even 
though the UNP registered its worst 
defeat in the last parliamentary elections. 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa also called on the 
military to suppress the protests and 
incarcerate the key organisers. 

While the momentum of the 
protests has been slightly subdued due to 
a combination of such factors, the anti-
Rajapaksa demonstrations continue, as do 
protests against austerity and rising costs.

The crisis
What took off as an economic crisis has 
soon transformed into a social crisis. The 
main roots can be traced back to terrible 
economic mismanagement, following 
neoliberal policies. This has created serious 
financial and fiscal deficits that the ruling 
elites are finally unable to conceal. A 2019 
working paper of the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) classified Sri Lanka as a “twin 

deficits economy”. According to the report:
“Sri Lanka is a classic twin deficits 
economy. Prevalence of twin deficits 
implies fundamental economic 
imbalances. Twin deficits signal that a 
country’s national expenditure exceeds its 
national income, and that its production of 
tradable goods and services is inadequate. 
Such economies can be beset by high 
levels of debt, a heavy reliance on foreign 
capital inflows, a steady depreciation of 
its currency, and high interest rates. Sri 
Lanka has suffered balance of payments 
(BOP) crises at regular intervals (…) 
It has had 15 arrangements with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) in 52 
years during 1965–2016—an indication 
of the frequency of crisis. Sri Lanka’s 
economy demonstrates a high degree of 
macroeconomic volatility, evidenced by its 
frequent BOP crises.”

This crisis was exacerbated by Mahinda 
Rajapaksa’s 2019 electoral pledges to 
cut taxes, to woo a section of the middle 
classes. While the tax cuts had their 
own impact on the state exchequer, the 
pandemic had further crippling effects 
on the economy. Remittances from the 
country’s expatriate labour force declined 
and the tourism industry faced a virtual 
shutdown. While the island nation faced 
difficulties in earning hard currencies, 
the credit rating agencies began their 
downgrading. As a result, at a certain 

point, the doors of the international 
capital market were effectively shut. 
The government’s borrowing capacity 
- dependent on the approval of these 
agencies – took a beating and foreign 
exchange reserves crashed by more than 70 
per cent in less than two years. 

External debt
Over the past few years, Sri Lanka’s foreign 
debt has been sitting on a powder keg. 
It only needed a spark to explode. The 
pandemic and the ensuing lockdown was 
that spark. The government defaulted 
on April 12th 2022. Foreign exchange 
reserves declined from $7.65 billion in 
2019 to $2.03 billion in February 2022. 
Such a huge foreign exchange deficit has 
led to high inflation across the country. 
In January / February 2022, the inflation 
rate was 16.8%. In April, the National 
Consumer Price Index rose 33.8 per cent 
year-on-year. That’s more than six times 
the 5.5 per cent inflation of a year earlier. 
Annual food inflation stood at 45.1 per cent. 
Consequently, the prices of everything 
from rice and pulses to petrol and diesel 
have touched the sky. 

The government has been trying to 
knock at the doors of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) to find a way out of 
the current crisis. It has already applied for 
a loan of $4 billion which it intends to use 
for debt repayments. However, the IMF 

The terrible economic crisis has sparked an 
unprecedented mass protest that started after 
the Sri Lankan government defaulted on its 
external debt obligations in April 2022.

SRI LANKA: ECONOMIC 
AND SOCIAL CATASTROPHE
By Sushovan Dhar
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doesn’t lend its helping hand that easily. 
Moreover, even if borrowing from the 
IMF might seem like the easiest way out, 
two major questions remain. Can the debt 
crisis be resolved with further borrowings? 
And does the Sri Lankan crisis contain any 
lessons for the countries in the periphery? 

Historical examples of new loans 
helping a country to come out of debt 
crisis are rare. In the past, Sri Lanka 
has rampantly borrowed from the 
international market to build various 
mega infrastructure projects. However, 
the revenue generated from these projects 
was much below the estimates, and many 
of them turned out to be white elephants. 
This resulted in an unprecedented increase 
of total debt. 

For example, Sri Lanka borrowed 
$1.26 billion from China between 2006 and 
2015 to build the Hambantota port. Initially 
the interest rate was 1% and 2%, but later 
it increased to 6.3%,. However, the port 
suffered losses from its opening in 2010 as 
there was practically no traffic due to its 
proximity to Colombo port. Unable to cope 
with the debt, Sri Lanka leased 75% of the 
port to a Chinese state-owned company for 
99 years for $1.12 billion. 

In another instance, the Sri Lankan 
government took a loan of $1.4 billion to 
build the Colombo Port City project, which 
mainly includes casinos, green zones, 
real estate, etc. There have been serious 
environmental concerns with the project 
as it was done by filling up a part of the sea. 
Moreover, the planned income from all 
these projects could not be achieved until 
2020. This resulted in an unprecedented 
increase of debt. Currently the country is 

deprived of urgent and vital imports due to 
the shortage of foreign currency. 

Whither Sri Lanka?
While the government’s preferred solution 
lies in borrowing again from the IMF, the 
costs of these loans are going to be huge 
for the working people of the country. 
IMF loan conditionalities would mean an 
additional increase of the indirect tax VAT 
and a reduction of priority sector subsidies 
like energy, etc. Currently, indirect 
taxes contribute to 85% of the total tax 
earnings by the Sri Lankan government. 
The new loan agreement will see a sell-off 
of public assets at throwaway prices in 
order to restore “fiscal stability”. It would 
also mean freezing state expenditure 
on salaries, employment creation and 
social security. A “market-determined 
and flexible” exchange rate would lead 
to greater fluctuations of the Sri Lankan 
rupee.

Negotiations with the IMF are under 
way, but it will take months to get that 
“assistance (!)”. 

While the idea of   “financial aid” 
as the ultimate protector is universally 
accepted, there is a heavy price to pay 
for it. A better option, in the interest of 
the population, would be to suspend the 
debt payments and renegotiate bonds in 
the international market, as Ecuador did 
between 2007 and 2009.

Debt cancellation & debt audit
Sri Lanka is currently mired in a deep 
humanitarian crisis. Borrowings and 
bilateral loans from various lenders, 
including the World Bank and the IMF, 

need to be scrapped. At the very least, 
loan repayments need to be immediately 
suspended and the interest on the 
outstanding loans needs to be cancelled. 
International financial institutions, 
including the IMF and the World Bank, are 
not keen on a permanent solution, but they 
are very keen to keep the problem alive by 
re-lending to Sri Lanka. This also applies 
to other lenders - India, the US, EU, Japan 
and China.

The Sri Lankan government needs to 
stop repaying loans and spend the precious 
foreign currency on the basic needs of 
the people. As the country has been going 
through an extraordinary situation, the 
government can use arguments from 
international law to suspend its debt 
obligations, such as “fundamental change 
of circumstances”, “state of necessity” 
and “force majeure”. 

While the current problem can be 
arrested by suspending debt repayments 
and levying property and wealth taxes 
on the rich, Sri Lanka needs the political 
will to come out of this crisis. It should set 
up a Citizens’ Debt Audit Committee to 
determine the necessity of any subsequent 
borrowing. The committee should also look 
into past contracts in order to identify the 
illegitimate part of the debt which has to 
be repudiated. Such an action, followed by 
a progressive redistribution of wealth and 
income, could be a way out for Sri Lanka 
and all other countries of the periphery 
suffering from a similar fate.

Sushovan Dhar is a political activist 
and commentator.

Sri Lanka borrowed $1.26 billion from 
China between 2006 and 2015 to build the 
Hambantota port. Unable to cope with the 

debt, Sri Lanka leased 75% of the port to 
a Chinese state-owned company for 99 

years for $1.12 billion
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This is an edited version of an article from the 
UK Socialist Worker.

THE LEADERS OF THE WEST WANT 
us to focus solely on the carnage 
of war in Ukraine. We are told that 
it is a “unique” conflict, primarily 

because it takes place in Europe and 
involves “people like us.”

Any attempt to test the morality of 
this assumption, to compare how the war 
in Ukraine has been presented to conflicts 
elsewhere, is met with liberal outrage. Even 
to suggest that the destroyed lives of 
people in Yemen and Somalia are of equal 
value to those being bombed by Russia is to 
risk being insulted as “providing cover for 
President Putin”.

Such put downs are designed to stop 
us seeing a pattern of injustice created 
by imperialist conflict. And they allow the 
war in Ukraine to be presented as though 
it is without history, without causes 
and beyond understanding. The only 
explanation is to say that President Putin is 
a unique villain and a “New Hitler”.

Here Socialist Worker exposes some 
of the West’s conflicts to the scrutiny that 
politicians and the media are only too 
happy to turn away from.

Yemen

THE POOREST COUNTRY IN THE MIDDLE
East is being bombed by one of the richest, 
Saudi Arabia. As the UK Prime Minister, 
Boris Johnson, made his way earlier this 
year to meet with Saudi Arabia’s Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman, he had one 
thing in mind - trading Yemeni blood for 
Saudi oil.

Saudi forces have bombarded Yemeni 
people into near oblivion. But instead of 
condemnation, Johnson has agreed to 
ignore those horrors in return for increased 
oil production to fill in for the millions of 
barrels lost to sanctions on Russia.

Yemen is the poorest country in the 
Middle East, and the result of the war 
has been devastating. More than 12,000 
civilians have died in the fighting, and 
over four million people have been forced 
to flee their homes. Despite moves to try 
and stop the flow of hi-tech weaponry 
to Saudi forces, Britain remains at the 
forefront of countries profiting from 
the carnage. Arms dealers have supplied 
British-made Typhoon and Tornado jets 
that drop British-made cluster bombs 
onto hospitals, schools, and even refugee 

camps.
Why are Saudi Arabia and its 

Western allies so determined to devastate 
Yemen? The answer is familiar - they 
are propping up a dictatorship. The 
revolutionary wave of 2011’s Arab Spring 
gave rise to a revolt in Yemen that 
drove out the dictator, Ali Saleh. But the 
compromise deal that followed allowed 
his former deputy, Abd Rabbuh Mansur 
Hadi, to take the reins. Soon the Houthi 
religious movement, which champions the 
Zaidi Shia Muslim minority, launched a 
rebellion of their own. Having conquered 
the north of the country, they moved 
southwards, towards Hadi’s stronghold.

While their drive into the south 
was heavily contested, many ordinary 
Yemenis, including some Sunni Muslims, 
backed them against the corrupt 
regime. The Saudi ruling class feared that 
a Houthi-led Yemen would align itself to 
Iran. So they set about building a coalition 
among mostly Sunni Arab states - and the 
US, Britain and France.

In the wake of the disastrous war on 
Iraq, the West could not tolerate Iranian 
victory in the region. The air assaults on 
Yemen were, according to Saudi officials, 

only supposed to last weeks. But seven 
years later a deadly military stalemate 
exists.

Missiles launched by the coalition are 
met by ballistic missiles and drone attacks 
on Saudi Arabia. Meanwhile in Yemen 
itself, civil war rages, with different groups 
trying to mark out their own territory. Joe 
Biden promised in his first speech as US 
president that ending the war in Yemen 
was a key goal. But US diplomacy has 
achieved nothing. Instead, imperial rivals 
have flooded the country with enough 
arms to keep the conflict going for many 
years to come.

Somalia 
 
THE US MILITARY AND LAWMAKERS 
are pushing President Joe Biden to station 
hundreds of commandos in Somalia to 
fight the al-Shabaab Islamist group. It 
would be another phase in Somalia’s 
decades-long agony at the hands of 
imperialism. The US has conducted a 
largely secret war against the group 
since 2007. The US Africa Command has 
launched hundreds of airstrikes, killing 
thousands of people. But it has admitted to 
only a single case of killing civilians.

THE BLOODSHED AND WARS 
THEY DON’T WANT YOU TO SEE
By Katherine Robinson

Saudi forces have bombarded Yemeni people into near oblivion. But instead of condemnation, the UK has agreed to 
ignore those horrors in return for increased oil production to fill in for the millions of barrels lost to sanctions on Russia.

https://socialistworker.co.uk/features/the-bloodshed-and-wars-they-dont-want-you-to-see/
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Abdullahi Hassan, Amnesty 
International’s Somalia researcher, 
wrote in 2020, “The US military should 
not be allowed to continue to paint its 
civilian victims as ‘terrorists’ while 
leaving grieving families in the lurch.” He 
added that some of the attacks “amount 
to apparent violations of international 
humanitarian law”. 

Somalia has been a target of the great 
powers ever since its independence in 
1960. It has a strategic position with close 
access to the oil shipping lanes of the Red 
Sea and the Persian Gulf. This made it a 
prize during the Cold War between Russia 
and the US.

In 1992 the US invaded, using 
famine as a pretext. Initially welcomed, 
the US soon became hated. Massacres, 
torture and virulent racism by the US-led 
forces made them deeply resented and 
eventually resistance forced a humiliating 
US withdrawal. Amid the chaos and 
poverty caused by the US intervention, 
various Islamist groups emerged offering 
stability. They won widespread popularity 
compared to what had gone before. They 
were pushed out by a Western-backed 
invasion led by Ethiopian forces.

The present government in Somalia 
survives only because it is backed by 
20,000 African Union (AU) troops and 
the political support of the US. But the US 
has now begun implementing sanctions 
against some Somali leaders because the 
government has been so slow to hold 
elections.

These would be useful in 
camouflaging the reality of outside 
control. The AU troops are widely 
unpopular because of their brutal 
treatment of local people. But the UN is 
poised later this month to clear them to 

remain for years more. This is the climate 
in which alShabaab has grown. Its soldiers 
have repeatedly seized territory from the 
government.

Palestine 
 
ALMOST EVERY CRITICISM OF PRESIDENT 
Putin’s war on Ukraine finds an echo in 
Israel’s war on Palestine. Illegal invasion, 
indiscriminate bombing, targeting 
civilian populations, ethnic cleansing and 
the creation of millions of refugees are all 
outrages that both Russia and Israel are 
guilty of.

The Israeli state was founded in 1948 
out of a ruthless colonial war to drive 
Arabs out of much of the historic state 
of Palestine. Gangs of uniformed thugs 
spread fear by massacring civilians and 
ethnically cleansing the land they wished 
to control.

As many as 850,000 Palestinians 
were forced to become refugees. The 
British, which had controlled Palestine 
from 1918, had encouraged expansionist 
Jewish settlements as a bulwark against 
rising Arab nationalism. Now the 
colonisers took advantage of Britain’s 
crumbling empire to take over the whole 
of the territory. In the wake of the horrors 
of the Second World War, settlements 
grew rapidly and Zionists moved to clear 
out Palestine’s original inhabitants.

The 1967 Six Day War saw Israel 
expand still further to absorb the 
West Bank, the Gaza Strip and the 
Golan Heights. Though illegal under 
international law, no Western power 
sought to stop the appropriations, and 
few in the mainstream wanted to discuss 
the racism that accompanied the move.

Palestinians, trapped in “occupied 
territories” are today still held as captives 

of the Israeli state. There have been 
various United Nations resolutions that 
declare the occupation illegal, and the 
building of new Jewish settlements there 
in direct contravention of its rulings. But 
the socalled international community 
is silent. Time and again, Israel has 
violated the national sovereignty of its 
neighbouring countries with military 
invasions—without fear of even mild 
rebuke.

In 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon in 
a bid to destroy the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation. The International Red Cross 
estimated that 9,583 people died in the 
first week of the assault. The casualties 
were overwhelmingly Palestinian, 
Lebanese and Syrian. Israeli dead 
numbered 368.

In 2006 Israel invaded again in a bid 
to smash the Hezbollah movement and 
its military forces. At least 1,191 people 
were killed, with around a third thought 
to be children. No Western politician then 
raised the possibility of a “no-fly zone”, 
because Israeli jets were key to its military 
superiority. And no Western state has 
imposed sanctions, because imperialism 
depends on Israel to help it dominate the 
Middle East.

Israel’s pattern of aggression without 
international condemnation continues 
today. In May last year Israel launched 
three strikes that killed 62 Palestinian 
civilians, where, according to the Human 
Rights Watch group, there were no evident 
military targets. That clearly meets the 
definition of a “war crime”. But don’t 
expect the Israeli state to be in the dock of 
the International Criminal Court any time 
soon. That kind of “justice” is reserved 
only for the West’s enemies.

The US Africa Command has launched hundreds of 
airstrikes on Somalia, killing thousands of people. But it 
has admitted to only a single case of killing civilians.
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By Herbert Docena & Maria Khristine Alvarez, with contribution from Joshua Makalintal

This is an edited version of an article that first 
appeared in New Left Review. 

I N FEBRUARY 1986, THE WORLD WAS 
gripped by the “People Power” revolt 
in the Philippines – the peaceful 
uprising that ended the dictatorship 

of Ferdinand Marcos. Earlier this month, 
many watched in disbelief as his son and 
namesake, Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos 
Jr., won 59% of the popular vote in the 
national elections, the largest share 
achieved by a presidential candidate since 
the end of his father’s rule.

Some commentators have explained 
this stunning comeback as 
the result of massive fraud or 
material advantage: Marcos Jr. 
and his camp allegedly hacked 
the country’s automated 
election system to rig the 
results, or used their vast 
wealth – part of the estimated 
$10 billion stolen by the Marcos 
family – to fund a sophisticated 
“disinformation” campaign 
while buying off local 
politicians. Whatever the truth 
of these allegations, why were 
millions of people so receptive 
to Marcos Jr.’s narrative? And 
why did the other candidates 
fail to counter it? 

Failures of liberals 
and the left
Marcos Jr. won because of two 
failures after 1986: liberals 
failed to force significant 
concessions from elites, and 
leftists failed to advance a 
compelling alternative to elite 
rule. 

President Cory Aquino failed 
to compel the country’s oligarchy to 
redistribute land, pay more taxes or raise 
workers’ wages. Aquino and her anointed 
successor Fidel Ramos worked alongside 
a series of centre-right technocrats to 
institute increasingly regressive policies. 
They all but abandoned the project of 
establishing a developmental state, 
prioritising the interests of investors over a 
domestic industrialisation programme. In 
lieu of genuine land redistribution, post-
1986 administrations promoted “market-
assisted land reform”. This enabled private 

developers and agribusiness corporations 
to accumulate more land and consolidate 
their holdings. Public infrastructure 
was privatised and fragmented; new 
consumption taxes targeted the poor; 
labour reforms drove down wages and 
conditions; and local producers were hit by 
an influx of cheap foreign goods. 

As a result, millions of working- 
and middle-class Filipinos suffered. 
Many became worse off than they were 
under the dictatorship, as land-grabbing 
dispossessed and displaced indigenous 
peoples, farmers and fishermen. Wages 
failed to keep up with inflation and jobs 

became more precarious, while the social 
“safety net” was further weakened. Faced 
with these conditions, many became 
ambivalent about the post-Marcos era. 
Disappointment morphed slowly into 
indignation.

Had the Philippine left been stronger 
and more unified, this tide of frustration 
could have taken a progressive turn – 
allowing people to envision a society 
beyond both the dictatorship and its 
liberal-democratic replacement. But 
this was not the case. Their ranks were 
diminished by intensified state repression, 
sectarian violence and the dissolution of 

many workers’ organisations following 
the collapse of key industries. Many on the 
left argued for eschewing electoral politics 
altogether. Others supported limited 
participation: fielding candidates for lower 
offices or joining “tactical alliances” with 
the traditional parties of the propertied 
classes. 

Though many organised in rural areas 
and industrial belts, a radical opposition 
to the post-Marcos settlement was largely 
absent from the mainstream. This left 
the marginalised and dispossessed with 
no distinctive framework to anchor their 
resentment, no vocabulary to articulate 

their indignation. And the governing 
liberals had little reason to adapt their 
programme in response to left-wing 
challenge.

The Marcos return
This allowed the Marcoses to plot their 
return to power. Their homecoming from 
exile inaugurated a decades-long attempt 
to rehabilitate their legacy. In parallel, 
public opinion continued to turn against 
the Aquino-Ramos ascendancy. In one of 
the first outward signs of dissatisfaction 
with the post-1986 order, many from 
the lower classes spurned the liberals’ 
candidate and voted for the populist former 
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PHILIPPINES:  
PARIAH TO PRESIDENT 

A rally in February this year marking the anniversary of the 1986 People Power Revolution that deposed Ferdinand 
Marcos. Earlier this month, many watched in disbelief as his son and namesake, Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos Jr., won 
59% of the popular vote in the national elections.

https://newleftreview.org/sidecar/posts/pariah-to-president
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movie star Joseph Estrada in the 1998 
presidential elections.

At first, the middle classes continued 
to defend the liberal centre. In 2001, 
they mobilised in large numbers to oust 
Estrada from office and replace him with 
another Aquino-Ramos endorsee, Gloria 
Macapagal-Arroyo. They then stood by 
her as the urban poor poured out into 
the streets in an unsuccessful attempt to 
return Estrada to office. In 2010, it was the 

same bourgeois stratum that guaranteed 
the success of the establishment’s 
presidential candidate, Cory Aquino’s son, 
Benigno ‘Noynoy’ Aquino III.

But their patience began to wither 
during Noynoy’s tenure. His hardline, 
neoliberal programme dented his 
popularity across all classes – as did his 
notorious failure to provide relief and 
expedite reconstruction in the aftermath 
of Typhoon Haiyan. Though the economy 
expanded, inequality deepened and poverty 
remained widespread. Much of the new 
wealth was syphoned off by an emerging 
layer of billionaires. In 2016, many among 
the middle classes finally turned their 
back on the establishment and embraced 
Rodrigo Duterte, the foul-mouthed, 
tough-talking right-populist candidate 
who mocked the moribund politics of the 
“yellow” liberals.

As the 2022 elections approached, two 
rebranding projects kicked into gear. The 
Marcoses accelerated their disinformation 
drive, while the liberals inched to the left. 
They displayed an openness to moderate 
pro-worker reforms, yet still rejected calls 
for higher national minimum wage, wealth 
taxes and decriminalised abortion. They 
again selected Robredo – a middle-class 
public-interest lawyer with centre-left 
sympathies – to be their presidential 
candidate and swapped their trademark 

yellow campaign colour for pink.  
At the same time, a split emerged 

in the left. A small coalition of activists 
presented the first openly socialist 
presidential ticket in Philippine history, 
headed by veteran labour leader Leody de 
Guzman and activist-academic Walden 
Bello. Convinced that the only way to 
appeal to lower-class Marcos supporters 
was to speak to their immediate material 
concerns, they championed the social 

policies that Robredo had dismissed. Their 
manifesto openly called for socialism – 
something previously unsayable in the 
public sphere.

Ultimately, though, both the liberals’ 
reputation-laundering and the socialists’ 
attempt to ‘stage a presence’ proved 
insufficient in the face of a well-
orchestrated, decades-in-the-making 
shift to the right. Despite sparking some 
electrifying debates –which generated 
widespread curiosity about socialism – 
the de Guzman-Bello campaign failed 
to gain much traction beyond its core 
constituency. The absence of resources and 
supportive local officials constrained voter 
reach in an already uneven playing field. In 
the early days of the campaign, they were 
largely ignored by corporate media, then 
later they were smeared as “communist 
terrorists”. Many expressed support 
for their programme, yet viewed their 
organisational weakness as a liability.

Robredo’s “inclusive politics” 
and good-governance agenda failed 
to distinguish her from the traditional 
“yellows” and proved incapable of 
regaining the trust of disenchanted voters. 

In the final analysis, what enabled 
Bongbong to win the presidency was not 
simply the machinations of his powerful 
family, but a strong current of resentment 
– directed at the liberals, unharnessed 

by the left – that the Marcoses could not 
have conjured on their own. Inside their 
trove of lies was a simple message which 
many believed to be true: that life did not 
improve after the People Power Revolution. 
Bongbong’s self-portrayal as a victim of 
the liberal establishment was effective 
precisely because many ordinary people 
saw themselves in a similar light. Insisting 
on the need for “unity”, Bongbong largely 
refrained from spelling out his policy 
direction and merely presented different 
iterations of a single vow: that he would 
follow Duterte by keeping the yellows out 
of power. In a society where antipathy to 
oligarchic liberalism ran so wide and deep, 
this was enough to carry him to victory.

What now under 
BongBong?
What the president-elect will do next 
remains to be seen. His promise to 
continue Duterte’s project suggests that 
he will further dismantle the country’s 
liberal-democratic institutions and 
implement draconian measures to 
displace the centre and crush the left 
– though without abolishing popular 
suffrage or parliamentarism. He is also 
likely to further liberalise and deregulate 
the economy while doling out perks to 
investors and cronies. The burden of 
taxation will be further shifted onto the 
poor, though they will be compensated 
with minimally increased social provisions 
(a roadmap followed by Duterte and the 
Aquinos before him). 

Yet, confronted with a vast and 
still restive working-class majority, a 
constantly mercurial middle class, and 
an increasingly assertive upstart section 
of the oligarchy, Marcos Jr. may be 
emboldened to exceed the ambitions of 
both his father and Duterte. He may finally 
accomplish what the Filipino right have 
long been clamouring for: overhauling 
the post-Marcos constitution to remove 
restrictions on foreign ownership of 
infrastructure and environmental 
resources, limits to executive power and 
other progressive provisions.

Marcos Jr.’s ability to consolidate 
authoritarian neoliberalism is by no means 
assured. Much depends on the outcome 
of struggles that will ensue within the 
centre and the left following their massive 
defeats. Will progressive liberals reclaim 
their party from the conservative forces? If 
so, will they pivot away from neoliberalism 
towards a more redistributive model? 
Will the left come together and build their 
own autonomous power base? Just as 
Marcos Jr.’s victory was enabled by forces 
beyond the Filipino right, the fortunes 
of his political project will likewise 
be determined by the activities of his 
opponents.

INTERNATIONAL

Veteran labour leader Leody de Guzman, who stood on the first openly socialist presidential ticket in Philippine 
history with activist-academic Walden Bello. Despite sparking some electrifying debates the campaign failed to 
gain much traction beyond its core constituency.

http://www.after1968.org/app/webroot/uploads/RanciereTHESESONPOLITICS.pdf
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This is an edited version of an article 
that originally appeared in the online 
publication Commons. The article was 
republished as part of a cooperation between 
Eastern European leftist media platforms 
in ELMO (Eastern European Left Media 
Outlet).

HERE IN THE POST-SOVIET 
world, we have learned a lot 
from you. By “we” I mean 
atomised or loosely organised 

communist, democratic socialist, left 
anarchist, feminist scholars, and activists 
from Kyiv, Lviv, Minsk, Moscow, Saint-
Petersburg, and other places that are 
plunging into the horrors of war and police 
violence. Our own Marxist tradition 
became paralysed, degraded, and 
marginalised. So we read commentaries on 
Das Kapital in English. 

After the Soviet Union collapsed, 
we relied on your analysis of American 
hegemony, the neoliberal turn in the forms 
of capital accumulation, and Western neo-
imperialism. We have also been encouraged 
by the Western social movements, from 
alter-globalisation to the anti-war 

protests, from the Occupy movement to 
Black Lives Matter.

We appreciate how you tried to 
theorise our corner of the world. You 
have correctly pointed out that the US 
helped undermine the democratic and 
economically progressive options of 
post-Soviet transformation in Russia and 
elsewhere. You are right that the US and 
Europe have failed to create a security 
environment that would include Russia 
and other post-Soviet countries. Our 
countries have long been in a position of 
having to adapt, make concessions, agree 
to humiliating conditions. 

You have done this with sympathy 
verging on romanticisation, and we have 
sometimes condoned it.

Russia has regained agency
Amidst Russia’s shelling of Kharkiv, 
however, we see the limits to what we 
learnt from you. That knowledge was 
produced under the conditions of American 
hegemony, which has reached its limits 
at Russia’s bloody-red lines. The US has 
lost its ability to represent its interests as 
common interests for Russia and China. It 

cannot enforce compliance with military 
power, and its economic leverage is 
shrinking. 

In spite of what many of you claim, 
Russia is not reacting, adapting, making 
concessions anymore. It has re-gained 
agency and it is able to shape the world 
around it. Russia’s toolkit is different from 
that of the US. It is not hegemonic, as it 
relies on brute force rather than on soft 
power and the economy. Nevertheless, 
brute force is a powerful tool, as you all 
know from how the US has behaved in 
Latin America, Iraq, Afghanistan and 
all over the globe. Russia has mimicked 
the coercive infrastructure of America’s 
imperialism, without preserving its 
hegemonic core.

And yet, this mimicry does not 
mean dependence. Russia has become 
an autonomous agent. Its actions are 
determined by its own internal political 
dynamics; and the consequences of its 
actions are now contrary to western 
interests. Russia shapes the world 
around it. It imposes its own rules, just 
as the US has been doing, albeit through 

US-PLAINING IS NOT ENOUGH: 
to the Western left, on your and our mistakes
By Volodymyr Artiukh

Smoke rises from a 
destroyed Russian tank on 
the side of a road in the 
Luhansk region of Ukraine.  

Photo by Anatoli Stepanov / AFP via 
Getty images.

https://commons.com.ua/en/us-plaining-not-enough-on-your-and-our-mistakes/
https://www.facebook.com/EasternEuropeanLeftMediaOutlet
https://www.facebook.com/EasternEuropeanLeftMediaOutlet


INTERNATIONAL

JUNE 2022Amandla! Issue NO.82 41

INTERNATIONAL

other means. 
There is a sense of unreality that 

many commentators feel – “this cannot 
be happening to us”. It comes from 
the fact that the Russian warring elites 
are able to impose their delusions and 
transform them into reality on the 
ground. They make others accept them, 
despite their will. These delusions are no 
longer determined by the US or Europe. 
They are not a reaction; they are a 
creation. 

US-centric analysis  
not enough
Having faced “the impossible to imagine”, 
I can see how the Western left is doing 
what it has always done the best: analysing 
American neo-imperialism, the expansion 
of Nato. But that is not enough anymore. It 
does not explain the world that is emerging 
from the ruins of Donbas and Kharkiv’s 
main square. An analysis of the world is 
not complete with a description shaped by 
or reacting to the actions of the US. It has 
gained dynamics of its own. In many areas, 
the US and Europe are in reactive mode. 
So you end up explaining remote causes 
instead of noticing the emergent trends.

When you talk about the dramatic 
processes in our corner of the world, it 
strikes me how you reduce them so that 
they are reactions to the activity of your 
own government and business elites. We 
have learnt all about the US and Nato from 
you. But this knowledge is not so helpful 
anymore. Maybe the US has drawn the 
outline of this board game, but now other 
players are moving the pieces and adding 

their own contours with a red marker. US-
centric explanations are outdated. 

I have been reading everything 
written and said on the left about last 
year’s escalating conflict between the 
US, Russia, and Ukraine. And most of it 
was terribly off, much worse than many 
mainstream explanations. Its predictive 
power was zero.

This is not to accuse the Western 
left of ethnocentrism. This is to point to 
your limited perspective. Overwhelmed by 
the fog of war and psychological stress, I 
cannot offer a better perspective. I would 
only call for help in grasping the situation 
in theoretical terms while incorporating 
insights from our corner of the world. 

US-plaining is not helpful to us to the 
extent that you think it is. We also need to 
make an effort to emerge from the ruins 
of eastern Marxism and colonisation by 
western Marxism. We will make mistakes 
on the way, and you may accuse us of 
nationalism, idealism or provincialism. 
But we must all learn from these mistakes. 
Today, you are also much more provincial, 
and you face the temptation to resort to 
simplistic Manicheanism – a world split 
simply into light and darkness.

You are facing the challenge of 
reacting to a war that is not being waged 
by your countries. Given all the theoretical 
impasses I have alluded to, there is no 
simple way to frame an anti-war message. 
One thing remains painfully clear: you 
can help deal with the consequences 
of the war by providing assistance to 
refugees from Ukraine, no matter what 
skin colour or passport they have. You can 

also pressurise your government into 
cancelling Ukraine’s foreign debt and 
providing humanitarian help. 
A new reality
Do not let half-baked political positions 
substitute for an analysis of the situation. 
The injunction that the main enemy is in 
your country should not translate into a 
flawed analysis of the inter-imperialist 
struggle. At this stage, appeals to dismantle 
Nato or, conversely, accept anyone in Nato, 
will not help those who are suffering under 
the bombs in Ukraine. Or in jails in Russia 
or Belarus. Sloganeering is harmful as ever. 
Branding Ukrainians or Russians fascists 
only makes you part of the problem, not 
part of the solution. 

A new autonomous reality is 
emerging around Russia. It is a reality of 
destruction and harsh repression, a reality 
where a nuclear conflict is not unthinkable 
anymore. Many of us have missed the 
tendencies that have led to this reality. In 
the fog of war, we do not see clearly the 
contours of the new. Neither, it seems, do 
the American or European governments. 

In this reality we, the post-Soviet left, 
will have incomparably less organisational, 
theoretical, and simply vital resources. 
Without you, we will struggle to survive. 
Without us, you will be closer to the 
precipice.

Volodymyr Artiukh has a PhD in 
Sociology and Social Anthropology. 
He is a member of the editorial board 
at Commons: Journal of Social 
Critique.

Ukraine emergency service personnel carry a body of a victim 
out of the damaged City Hall building in Kharkiv. Appeals to 
dismantle Nato or, conversely, accept anyone in Nato, will not 
help those who are suffering under the bombs in Ukraine.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manichaeism
https://www.openpetition.eu/petition/online/people-around-the-world-demand-imf-to-cancel-ukraines-unjust-debt
https://www.openpetition.eu/petition/online/people-around-the-world-demand-imf-to-cancel-ukraines-unjust-debt
https://commons.com.ua/en/formuvannya-zalezhnosti/
https://commons.com.ua/uk/
https://commons.com.ua/uk/
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Amandla!: You’re a founding 
member of the Stranded Workers 
Action Network. Could you tell 
us about the events that led to 
the emergence of SWAN? 

Anindhita Adhikari: When the 
pandemic hit the world and 
became global in early 2020, the 
Indian government was quite 
late to react. They didn’t take any 
preventive measures and were 
basically sleeping on the job. They 
didn’t really wake up till much 
later. At the end of March, the 
Prime Minister decided to address 
the nation on national television at 
8pm and announce a nationwide 
lockdown with four hours’ notice. 
From midnight, the country would 
go into complete lockdown, which 
meant you couldn’t even leave 
your home, and all rail, road and all 
forms of transport were banned. 
It brought the entire country to a 
grinding halt. 

What the Prime Minister of 
the country and his government 
failed to recognise was that when 
you lock down a country with four 
hours’ notice and you shut down 
all forms of travel and transport, 
you have forgotten the estimated 
100 million informal workers who 
are living in your cities under 
extremely precarious conditions, 
pretty much hand to mouth. They 
eat what they earn, they earn 

what they eat. Now suddenly, as 
construction work comes to a 
halt, major infrastructure projects 
are stopped and commercial 
establishments are shut, their 
incomes come to a grinding halt 
as well. 

A!: Could you tell us a bit more 
about the conditions under 
which migrant workers operate 
in India. What kind of work do 
they do? 

AA: These are all informal 
workers and the bulk of them 
are construction workers, at 
least in the bigger metropolises. 
Then you have a large proportion 
who are self employed, such as 
street vendors. And then you 
have those who work in smaller 
establishments like garment 
factories and people working 
in ancillary units around car 
manufacturing plants. All of these 
of course are not even contractual. 
These are daily wage workers. 
These workers have to arrive at 
what is called a labour “chowk”, 
which is like a central place in an 
industrial area, every day in the 
morning at 5am. And contractors 
come there and pick up groups of 
workers, depending on what their 
requirements are for the day. 

Most of these people are 
circular, internal migrants. They 
spend four to five months in the 
city and then they go back during 
the agricultural season to their 
home in the countryside. 

Not all of the informal workers 
who were hit by the pandemic 
were migrant workers. Many were 
also settled populations who have 
been in the cities for maybe a year, 
two years or may have moved with 
families. 

So this is extremely precarious 
work. You don’t know whether 
you’ll have work tomorrow, or the 
day after. When the lockdown was 
announced, it was this category of 
workers who were hit so bad. They 
waited for a few days, thinking 
that their employers or their 
contractors or the government or 
some sort of something will kick 
in, in order for them to be able to 
survive in the city. At this point no 
one knew how long this lockdown 
was going to last. In fact, it got 
extended multiple times and went 
all the way up to the end of June. 

Within a few days of the 
lockdown these workers got 
desperate, because they had 
maybe two days’ worth of food 
ration left in their homes, and 
under 200 rupees (approximately 
R40 in cash) left. So they took 
matters into their own hands and 

April 2020: an Indian 

migrant worker rests 

among textile looms after 

his workplace in Bhiwandi, 

Mumbai, was closed during 

the nationwide lockdown 

to slow the spread of 

Covid-19. (From New Frame. 

Photograph by Reuters/ 

Francis Mascarenhas).

STRANDED WORKERS 
ACTION NETWORK

Amandla’s Carilee Osborne interviewed Anindhita Adhikari
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decided they’re going to go back 
to where they have some form of 
security, which is home. And these 
homes are 500/600 kilometres 
away in towns and villages across 
the country. That’s when this kind 
of mass exodus began. 

A!: Could you tell us a little bit 
about the work that the Stranded 
Workers Action Network did in 
response to this crisis and how it 
emerged?

AA: As people who worked as 
researchers and volunteers on 
campaigns and members of social 
movements, we started getting 
calls from people we know saying 

“we have this relative in this 
city who’s stranded and they’re 
completely out of cash.” Basically, 
they were requests for small 
amounts of cash. So at most, you 
know, 1000/2000 rupees (R200 to 
R400). And so we started doing 
that on a personal level. 

What started with about 
five to ten calls became a flood, 
because they passed our numbers 
on to others. By this time, we 
were watching all this unfold 
on television, with the migrant 
workers starting to walk home. 

We were seeing workers on empty 
highways walking with everything 
they own in their hands and their 
children on their shoulders, just 
walking to the safety of their 
homes. 

So we started reaching out to 
friends we knew and asking them 
if they’d help respond. Eventually, 
by the time SWAN really wrapped 
up in the first phase of the first 
wave, we had about 150 volunteers 
that joined us from all over the 
country. 

We set up a system where 
we would do a basic needs 
assessment and make small cash 
transfers of 1000 to 2000 rupees 
depending on the need. 

But then for those of us 
who’ve been in activist spaces, we 
felt we weren’t satisfied with just 
doing this, and we were letting 
the government off the hook. By 
this time people were walking 
home but also losing their lives 
on the way because of exhaustion 
and being run over by trucks and 
trains. It was awful. By the end of 
the first wave, there were about 
900 migrant workers who lost 
their lives just trying to get home. 

We had to use the numbers 
that we were getting to start 
pushing the government to do 
much more, and to announce 
relief measures. This was already 
around 20 days into lockdown and 
there was absolute silence from 
the government. So we started to 
put a report together, and we had 
activists who filed a petition in the 
Supreme Court demanding that 
relief measures be announced. 
And we also started putting out 
a report to people in the media 
and it got a fair bit of coverage, so 
momentum started to build. And 
of course by this time we weren’t 
the only ones doing this. There 
were civil society organisations 
across the country that had 
started responding. Not to say 
that local administrations weren’t 
stepping in, but the initiative and 
the push on local governments 
came from civil society. 

A!: So what has been happening 
with the situation of migrant 
workers since then and what 
work has SWAN been doing 
since? 

AA: When the first wave ended 
and when the lockdown lifted, 
restrictions eased and some 
migrant workers began to trickle 
back into cities. But a lot were so 
scared that they didn’t want to 
come back. They stayed in the 
villages in the hope that they 
would find something. There 
was a lot of trauma also from this 
complete neglect. By the end 
of 2020, workers were returning 
to cities. But then we had the 
devastating second wave. 

This time the government 
was too afraid to impose the kind 
of mobility restrictions that they 
had in the first wave because of 
the political fallout. So they didn’t 
stop trains, buses and busy road 
transport and rail. But what that 
did was it actually invisibilised 
distress even more. Now you 
couldn’t see the workers walking 
back. They knew that they were 
not going to get any kind of relief. 

SWAN swung back into action 
on a slightly smaller scale, but we 
did similar things again through 
April, May, all the way up to June 
2021. Then, one way that we 
thought we could continue was to 
set up a fellowship program with 
a group of migrant workers who 
had gotten in touch with us and 
who were exceptional in some 
ways - they did more than just 
secure something for themselves. 
They mobilised a group. They 
demonstrated quite exceptional 

Within a few days of the lockdown these workers got desperate, because they had maybe two days’ worth of food 
ration left in their homes and under 200 rupees (approximately R40 in cash) left. So they took matters into their 
own hands and decided they’re going to go back to where they have some form of security, which is home.
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leadership for people that were 
living and working in cities who 
were also in desperate situations. 

We decided to support them 
with small fellowship amounts so 
that they could continue to build 
the kinds of skills and capacities 
that they wanted and, based on 
very individualised plans, have 
the kinds of futures they want for 
themselves. Some, for instance, 
have chosen not to go back to the 
city, but build small businesses in 
their villages. Some have set up 
self-help groups in the villages. 
Another helps workers register 
in the informal worker system, 
file complaints and labour 
violations and so on. No one 
is better versed with their 
realities than they themselves. 
So we just facilitate that 
and connect them to an 
institutional and legal 
framework so that they do 
what it is that they want to do 
to rebuild their lives. 

A!: What was the 
government’s response in 
terms of social support? 

AA: The biggest resistance 
came from workers 
themselves. They chose to 
defy a very stringent lockdown 
by walking home. They were 
like, if you guys are not going 
to provide for us, we’re going 
to walk back home, which to 
me is the ultimate defiance. 
And resistance came from 
workers themselves and across 
the country. So they may not 
be coordinated mobilisations 
or action. But to me the most 
remarkable thing is these were 
not desperate people walking 
home.  If I used that word earlier, 
it was to describe that the distress 
was deep. But these were workers 
trying to safeguard their own 
dignity saying they would not 
suffer in cities at the hands of an 
apathetic government. 

A!: Can you say a little bit about 
the level of organisation of 
workers and how that does or 
does not link up to more labour 
unions or other traditional left 
formations in India? 

AA: Like everywhere else in 
the world, labour unions are 
on the decline because of the 
informalisation of work and what 
that means for unions. These 
daily wage workers are highly 
informalised, casual, daily wage 
workers. They’re not affiliated with 
any unions because the nature of 
their work is so precarious. They 

work through the contractor 
system, so they don’t even know 
who their actual employers are. 
As far as they’re concerned, their 
employers are the contractor. And 
contractors are this middle layer 
and they abscond.  Indeed, their 
own work is precarious. So the 
informalisation of work has killed 
unions across, not just in India but 
everywhere else. 

But there was a sort of 
collective consciousness that I 
think built.  I can say this from the 
scores of migrant workers spoken 
to over the course of this period, 
but also the fellows that we’re 

involved with. It created a sort of 
awakening that migrant workers 
as a category emerged. In Hindi 
the words “Pravasi Mazdoor” mean 
migrant worker. But they never 
called themselves that before this. 

Because it was on television, 
they were looking at others like 
them who were fleeing cities, 
and then others like them who 
returned to villages. It was 
probably the first time that the 
Prime Minister even spoke to 
migrant workers directly. He 
had a televised meeting where 
certain migrant workers were 
selected from different parts of 
the country. He interacted with 
them virtually. I can’t remember 
the last time a migrant worker was 
in a conversation with the Prime 
Minister of the country, even if it 
was a complete PR exercise

It is here that this very 
interesting moment in the 
kind of worker and labour 
consciousness emerges. But what 
it leads to, in terms of organising, 
unionising, collective actions, 

demanding things from the 
state, is yet to be seen.  I know 
there are pockets in Bihar where 
I work where there is a group 
of workers that were primarily 
rural agricultural and landless 
agricultural labour. But now they 
have also started organising 
around rights of migrant workers 
who are returning to villages. 
These are now people who are 
saying, OK, you made all these 
announcements promising work 
for those of us who return. Where 
is it? 

And I know a group called 
the Pravasi Mazdoor group - they 

call themself PMG - and they 
now want to register as a political 
party. There are these little pockets 
where you’re beginning to see this 
consciousness turn to something 
concrete. But these are very few 
and far between and, given the 
crushing weight of the structure 
of work itself, workers being able 
to really rise within this and claim 
their fair share of entitlements is of 
course far off . 

But I think if organised 
unions can use this moment 
to build something, they could 
build something quite powerful 
around, say, the re-centering or 
centering of informal workers into 
the legal institutional structure 
that we have excluded them from, 
including civil society and union 
organisation. Our structures don’t 
fully address their concerns. So 
I think it’s a wake up call for the 
state, but also for civil society and 
former unions.

The Stranded Workers Action Network. As people who worked as researchers and volunteers on campaigns and 
members of social movements, we started getting calls from people we know saying “we have this relative in this city 
who’s stranded and they’re completely out of cash.” We set up a system where we would do a basic needs assessment 
and make small cash transfers of 1000 to 2000 rupees depending on the need.
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BEFORE YOU KILL THEM
before you kill them 
call them names 
it will ease your conscience 
no emotions for a bitch 
a grenade for a renegade 
a spray for a cockroach 
a gun for a human one
for a dog chains are due 
 
before you kill them 
disrobe them of their names
it will free you from the burden  
of having a  conscience 
fire for the witches 
war unto aliens 
hellfire  for the terrorists 
the beach is not for baboons 
colonisation save\d the brutes 
from the darkness of themselves  
 
before you kill them 
call them names 
it will free you from 
the burden to be human 
for explorers to discover new lands
to build a civilisation on a virgin territory 
primitive natives must be disappeared
 
before you kill them 
it will ease your conscience 
to name their homeland 
a land without a people 
to rename invaders  
a people without land
 
before you kill them
call them names 
it takes away from you 
the burden to be humane 
no rights for  aliens  
no jobs for lazy bums 
philistines have no appreciation 
of arts and culture 
civilise them through occupation 
only a chosen people can accomplish
this civilising task 
 
before you kill them 
call them names 
before you kill them 
disrobe them their names 
before you kill them 
call them names 
before you kill them 
call them names

A poem by Mphutlane wa Bofelo.
Training and Development Officer at 
the Public Servants Association (PSA) 
of South Africa.

Image by:  
Pawel Czerwinski



YEMEN

THE WAR IN YEMEN HAS BEEN 
going on for almost eight years 
now. It has resulted in 
horrendous human suffering. 

There has been a blockade of the most 
populated parts of the country for the 
same period. While concern has been 
focused on the military activities, which is 
important, in terms of the impact on the 
population and the suffering of the 
population, the blockade and the 
prevention of basic goods coming into 
Yemen has been much more significant. 
While thousands have been killed in 
fighting, the majority of the estimated 
377,000 deaths since the war started have 
died from indirect causes, specifically 
malnutrition-related diseases and the lack 
of medical treatment.

Although 70% of Yemen’s population 
lives in rural areas, they have been 
dependent on imports for 90% of the 
staples in their diet: wheat, rice, and other 
basic foods. Therefore, the blockade and 

the collapse of the economy have resulted 
in a very, very serious economic and 
humanitarian crisis. The UN estimates 
that this year more than 20 million people 
— two thirds of the country’s population 
— are in need of humanitarian assistance 
and more than half of the population need 
food assistance, which is a very serious 
situation.

What is urgent is for the current 
cease fire to be made permanent, 
an end to US and EU arms 
sales to Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE - the principle forces 
fuelling the civil war for a 
just peace to be concluded 
by all warring factions.

For more depth, read this interview.

https://newpol.org/the-yemen-crisis-an-interview-with-helen-lackner/

