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What is happening in the 

USA is not dissimilar to 

what happens in South 

Africa. The South African 

state has in many ways 

reproduced the inherited 

Apartheid State apparatus.

On one particular night there was a screening 
of the film Miner’s Shot Down, a documentary 
exposing the brutal massacring of Black 
mineworkers in Marikana in 2012, and the 
enduring exploitation of Black workers through 
racial capitalism. In the discussion after the 
screening, the room was tense, and a comrade 
stood up and declared “I can’t breathe”. In 2014, 
a year before this moment, Eric Garner, a black 
American, was killed by New York police when 
they threw him to the ground and choked him. Eric 
Garner yelled out, not once but 11 times, “I can’t 
breathe”. 

It is not a foreshadowing but a fact of 
blackness in the United States of America and 
throughout the world when in 1940 Richard 
Wright writes in Native Son, “Every movement of 
his body is an unconscious protest. Every desire, 
every dream, no matter how intimate or personal, 
is a plot or a conspiracy. Every hope is a plan for 
insurrection. Every glance of the eye is a threat. 
His very existence is a crime against the state!” 
In 2020, George Floyd was killed by Minneapolis 
Police Officers after being arrested for allegedly 
using a fraudulent $20 bill in a grocery store, in 
the middle of a global pandemic and economic 
crisis. He was forced onto the ground with his 
hands cuffed behind his back and police officer 
Derek Chauvin knelt on the nape of his neck for 8 
minutes as Floyd yelled out “I can’t breathe” a total 

Alex Hotz, in the lead article, makes clear that 
state violence against black people and the call 
for the abolition of police is not only an American 
issue but is highly relevant to the South African 
context. Hotz shows that this recent wave of 
Black Lives Matter protests further demands our 
attention because of the radical experiments 
in organising that have taken place and the 
important lessons these activists are teaching us 
about imagining and building a new world. 

In Gender News, Leila Khan writes that the 
forms of organising that have emerged in both the 
Black Lives Matter movement and in community 
organising under COVID-19 lockdown in South 
Africa reflect a politics of care. She argues that 
this form of organising has its roots in feminism, 
and that care should be intentionally included 
in our activism so that we can build healthy and 
sustainable organisations in the fight against 
white supremacist capitalist patriarchy.  

Three more articles focus on COVID-19 and 
analyse its impact at multiple different levels, 
from country-level to community-level. Given the 
lack of media attention placed on non-European 
countries who have successfully contained 
COVID-19, the International News article written 
by Dale McKinley looks at the examples of Cuba, 
Taiwan, Mauritius and Vietnam and asks what we 
can learn from them, noting their similarities of 
strong political will, functional public healthcare 
systems, and effective community organisations. 
The Guest Article, written by Lynford Dor from 
Casual Workers Advice Office (CWAO), asserts 
that the infringement of worker rights and the 
weakening of labour institutions under COVID-19 
lockdown have been the final nail in the coffin of 
South Africa’s post-apartheid industrial relations 
regime based on collective bargaining and 
cooperation. He argues that, continuing the pre-
COVID-19 trend, we are likely to see a return to 
more conflictual labour relations as we had under 
the apartheid era. In the My Struggle section, 
Abdul Karriem Matthews of the Bishop Lavis 
Action Community (BLAC) echoes the call of many 
working-class communities and organisations for 
a national school boycott in light of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the government’s (mis)handling of 
school re-openings, and the disparity between 
public and private schools. The only way forward, 
he argues, is through the self-organisation of the 
working class! 

Finally, the Educational Series continues from 
the previous edition, as Shawn Hattingh delves 
deeper into the development and operation of 
Democratic Confederalism as practiced in the 
Rojava revolution. Learning about this radical 
political concept is critically important, perhaps 
now more than ever, as we are confronted by 
COVID-19, a global recession, racial injustice, 
gender-based violence, environmental disaster, 
and the many other forms of violence caused by 
capitalism. We need as many tools and examples 
of successful alternative forms of organising as 
possible if we are build a new world.

In this edition of Workers 
World News, we look at two 
pandemics. As we continue 
to provide analysis of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we also 
focus on the pandemic of 
racism and the killing of black 
people at the hands of police 
that has led to uprisings 
across the USA and the world. 

of 20 times. The injustice of this act is captured by 
Wright, as well as by Frantz Fanon when he states 
“When we revolt it’s not for a particular culture. We 
revolt simply because, for many reasons, we can 
no longer breathe”. 

The suffocating pain and experience of racial 
oppression and white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy represented by the murders of Breonna 
Taylor, Tony McDade, George Floyd and countless 
other black people at the hands of police and 
domestic terrorists sparked a set of uprisings that 
not only spread from Minneapolis to other cities 
and towns across the USA, but reverberated to all 
parts of the world, from South Africa to the United 
Kingdom. While millions of people have taken to 
the street in response to police brutality, these 
protests have become about much more than 
that. They begin to make clear that, as Arundhati 
Roy has written, “this moment is a portal, a 
gateway between the one world and the next”. It is 
as if revolution is at the gate. 

What is happening in the USA is not dissimilar 
to what happens in South Africa. The South 
African state has in many ways reproduced the 
inherited Apartheid State apparatus. In 2011, 
Andries Tatane took part in service delivery 
protests and was arrested, severely beaten, 
shot and killed by eight police officers, who 
were acquitted of all wrongdoing. In 2012, Black 
mineworkers in Marikana engaged in a three-
week-long ‘wild cat strike’ demanding a living 
wage. At the behest of the State, caring more 
about profit than lives, police opened fire on the 
protesting miners, massacring 34 mineworkers 
and injuring 78. In 2015, university students 
across the country, as part of the Fees Must Fall 
movement calling for free ‘decolonised’ education, 
were brutalised by police and private security. In 
this period of the COVID-19 pandemic, and under 
the militarised lockdown imposed by the South 
African government, we saw the murder of more 
than 12 people by the police and the army. Collins 
Khoza was drinking a beer in his front yard in 
Alexandra when soldiers entered his yard accusing 

him of breaching the lockdown regulations as he 
was consuming alcohol. The soldiers beat him so 
severely that he passed out, and succumbed to 
the deadly assault a few hours later. 

This moment has begun to call into 
question all that the USA (as chief 
imperialist) and the rest of the colonial 
world represents and hold as true. 
It calls into question the colonial 
history on which these settler-colonies 
and empires are built. It shows new 
possibilities for organising and for re-
thinking justice. However, it also lays 
bare the vast ideological differences 
that exist. 
 
As Olúfémi O. Táíwò writes “the wealthy and 

powerful will take every opportunity to hijack 
activist energies for their own ends”. We have 
seen many celebrities, politicians and other elites 
begin to support the Black Lives Matter movement 
but often with conditions or an understanding 
that is deeply imbedded in maintaining the racial 
capitalist status quo. Liberal media in the US, 
just like in South Africa, ostensibly supports 
the current Black Live Matter protests. There 
is a lot of media coverage of the protests but, 
as Lewis Barnes has written, “while amplifying 
some messages of the protesters, they have 
also consistently distinguished between the 
“good protesters” and “bad protesters” to divide 
and weaken the movement. The vast majority of 
the demonstrations have been peaceful and not 
resulted in any property damage, but, despite this, 
the emphasis on protests that have resulted in 
property damage has been overwhelming”. This is 
much the same in South Africa. Protests whether 
around service delivery, living wages, or education, 
are demonised because activists, workers or 
communities have blockaded roads, set fire to 
tyres or “looted” shops. Instead of the media’s 
disdain or coverage being directed at state 
violence and the state’s failure to deliver basic 
services in order for people to live dignified lives, it 
further dehumanises and demonises people who 
protest and defend themselves.

We are seeing radical experiments in organising 
and re-imagining the world. In Seattle, activists 
built defences to resist police repression that 
eventually transformed into a 6-block radius 
occupation of the city centre. They declared it the 
Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone (CHAZ) or CHOP 
(Capitol Hill Occupy Protest).  In the midst of the 
pandemic, the economic crisis, and a nationwide 
wave of uprisings, they have shown the possibility 
and potential of a world without cops. Having a 
base to organise and do political education from, 
activists released a list of demands ranging from 
abolition of the police and prisons to reducing 
racial disparities in education and healthcare. 
Although the Seattle police violently dismantled 
CHAZ, it is undeniable that this occupation was an 
inspiring promise of what can be achieved. We are 
learning that another world is possible.

This global crisis and the wave of protests 
against police terror and structural racism shows 
us that nothing is untouchable — the racist 
capitalist patriarchal system can and must be 
challenged. We owe nothing to this system, its 
structures, or its law and order. This year has 
illustrated even more clearly that the political 
establishment cannot solve the pandemic of legal 
and extra-legal lynching of black people, nor is it 
built to protect us.

In 2015, students that formed the Rhodes Must Fall movement 
occupied the University of Cape Town’s administrative building and 
began teach-ins around decolonisation, feminism, intersectionality, 
Black Consciousness, and the experiences of being Black in the world. 

Photograph: Stephen Maturen/Getty Images
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CARE AS FEMINIST PRAXIS 
Under COVID-19 lockdown in South Africa, 

self-organised Community Action Networks 
(CANs) were set up by activists to respond to 
the immediate needs of communities, including 
through providing hand sanitiser and masks, 
organising volunteers to purchase groceries for 
those quarantining or living with comorbidities, 
and distributing information about the virus and 
how to protect against it. Some CANs in wealthier 
neighbourhoods mobilised resources for poorer 
neighbourhoods. Communities set up feeding 
schemes and community gardens to combat the 
food shortage brought on by job losses under 
the pandemic.  Broad alliances of social justice 
organisations, workers and community activists, 
such as the COVID-19 Working Class Campaign and 
the C19 People’s Coalition, formed to coordinate 
struggles and build solidarity under lockdown. 
These are examples of individuals and collectives 
coming together to care and provide for each other.  

In the recent wave of Black Lives Matter protests 
across the USA and the world in response to the 
murders of Breonna Taylor, George Floyd and 
countless others at the hands of police, organisers 
have practiced care through providing food, water 
and free medical treatment to protestors. Activist 
journalists have made sure to hide the identities of 
protestors in videos and photographs to frustrate 
the efforts of law enforcement to make arrests. 
Organisers have used social media to share advice 
about how to prepare for protests, including writing 
an emergency number down in case of arrest, or 
carrying water to rinse teargas from eyes. 

Acts and networks of care such as these are 
deeply political and must be adopted as regular 
modes of existing and resisting beyond the 
contexts of a pandemic or uprising. This is because 
care, according to Nancy Fraser, is in crisis. She 
argues, “Between the need for increased working 
hours and the cutback in public services, the 
financialized capitalist regime is systematically 
depleting our capacities for sustaining social 
bonds. This form of capitalism is stretching our 
‘caring’ energies to the breaking point.” The inability 
of the South African state to provide adequate care, 
with our under-resourced public health system 
and unsafe schools as prime examples, means 
that communities are forced to take on extra care 
work despite being ill-equipped to do so.  Our 
inability to care for ourselves in our daily lives in 
turn jeopardises our abilities to organise effectively 
without burning out. 

Care is a feminist activity. Angela Davis, in 
a webinar about the 2020 Black Lives Matter 
protests, reflected, “It’s extremely important to 
recognise the feminist dimension of these new 
movements…who usually does the care? Who is 
responsible for care work? Who is responsible 
for reproductive labour?”.  Given that women are 
most often the carers in society, doing unpaid 

care work at home and in their communities, or as 
domestic workers, teachers and health workers, 
feminists have long grappled with the question of 
care, whether through the fight for the recognition 
of care work or the recognition of care as a critical 
element of resistance. 

The politics of care involves the things we do to 
heal and sustain ourselves and the world around 
us. Care is not about withdrawing from social 
justice organising - this is not an option for many 
of the working class or those most impacted by 
violence - or about individualistic consumerism 
as products branded with ‘self-care’ or ‘treat 
yourself’ might suggest. Instead, care is already a 
fundamental part of organising whether recognised 
or not. It is performed by cadres, most often 
women and queer people, who ensure that people 
in their community are clothed and fed, who check 
in with each other and ensure that others feel safe. 
For care to be successful and radical, this work 
must be shared by everyone, so that it does not 
become exploitative and the burden of a few. Care 
requires intentional, coordinated communal activity 
so that it can be given and received meaningfully. 

Why should we care? 
To sustain us within a violent system 

Saidiya Hartman argues that “care is the antidote 
to violence”. Through care, “we help each other 
inhabit what is an otherwise uninhabitable and 
brutal social order”. When faced with violence from 
the state and capitalism, and interpersonally within 
our communities, we can provide some relief and 
also start to unlearn violent behaviours by teaching 
and practicing care. Through responding to certain 
needs, care-providers become trained to recognise 
when those needs are not being met. Without 
intentionally practicing community care, individuals 
are left to fend for themselves and must somehow 
find relief between their employment, the care 
work they do at home, and their organising work. 
When organising and community spaces become 
less violent through the provision of care, these 
spaces become more sustainable. Care is therefore 
an invaluable skill that can sustain oppressed 
communities in the fight against white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy.   

To effectively mobilise and organise 
Through sharing the burden of care and ensuring 

the most vulnerable are supported, activists have 
more time and space to be able to resist. Members 
are more energised to continue activist work. If 
community and worker formations are able to 
provide some of the care that the state is failing 
to provide (as for example, with community-led 
feeding schemes), these formations are seen 
as effective and new members are mobilised 
to join. Beyond this, radical community care is 

an important tool and practice for organising 
because it is inherently democratic and is based 
on collective action and mutual responsibility. Care 
requires consent to be given and for caregivers 
to take responsibility in a crisis situation. Care 
provision on a large scale requires democratic 
coordination and relies on strong relationships 
to be effective. These are all solidarity-building 
activities which can strengthen working-class 
struggles.  

To build the world we want  
As Hartman asserts, “caring for ourselves, partly, 

is the way we destroy this world and we make 
another”. Through sharing in care work and making 
care an intentional part of movement-building and 
community organising, we disrupt the function of 
capitalism which is to isolate and disempower us. 

We begin to repair what is violated. By broadening 
connections and strengthening relationships 
through care, our collective capacity to transform 
the world increases. Care is not an easy task- it 
involves trial and error as well as complicated 
human dynamics (some people are more able to 
provide care than others, and some are more in 
need of care than others). However, the hard work 
of care is already happening, in spite of the current 
systems of dominance. Practicing care is one way 
in which organisers can create the society we  
want now.

Care is important feminist praxis that is 
essential to functional and sustainable organising. 
It is critical that we incorporate this praxis more 
intentionally into our activism, and that demands 
are made – of the state and each other- to support 
and centralise care in communities. 

Care has emerged as a key feature of resistance in communities and social movements in the context of severe repression and social upheaval. It is a 
crucial and often overlooked part of organising work that can sustain and strengthen our movements, and help us envision a post-capitalist world.

Care is the Antidote to Violence: Artwork by Ja’tovia Gary, Citational Ethics (Saidiya Hartman, 2017), 2020

Pull-out poster IMAGINING A WORLD BEYOND POLICING
Artwork by Mikayla Boorany
Instagram: @mikaylaboorany 

In 2003, Arundhati Roy wrote: “Another world is 
not only possible, she is on her way…on a quiet day, 
if I listen very carefully, I can hear her breathing.” 
At the beginning of this year, in 2020, Roy wrote: 
“Historically, pandemics have forced humans to 
break with the past and imagine their world anew. 
This one is no different.” It is these words - by the 
great Arundhati Roy, and many other giants like 
Angela Davis and Beth E. Richie, who have for 
years encouraged us to not only imagine a world 

that cares, but to imagine that a world that cares is 
possible - that inspired my piece: ‘Imagining a world 
beyond policing’. 

First, I provide a context of some of the critical 
issues that are currently plaguing our communities 
today. This is done through the depiction of 
mask-wearing, socially-distanced picketers. These 
community members on the frontline are critiquing 
issues of gender-based violence and police brutality 
- which are both menacing issues that have been 
exponentially exacerbated during the Covid-19 
lockdown. Then in the background, I provide a 
blueprint for our future. ‘Imagining a world beyond 

policing’ is a look into what our communities could 
look like without prisons and policing. The abolition 
movement calls for alternatives to these violent 
institutions by providing sustainable solutions to 
the socio-economic problems in our society. This 
is envisioned in my piece through the provision of 
services like a community food garden and a food 
sovereignty centre which could help alleviate issues 
of hunger and nutrition, through an environmentally 
conscious approach. The increased provision of 
funding to libraries and recreation centres can help 
solve issues of illiteracy, ennui and provide a safe 
space for active living and community engagement. 

Building safe and well-resourced rehabilitation 
health centres, centres focused on restorative 
justice and community protection units 
provide our communities with safer and 
realistic alternatives to incarceration and 
policing. In a world that is currently filled 
with so much pain, violence and brutality, the 
seemingly simple act of people being able 
to exercise, make music and experience joy, 
seems to be a radical act in itself. The usage 
of bright colours is intentional and symbolises 
that joy and safety is possible, and that a 
better life is ‘on her way’.

1. Praxis refers to the enacting or practicing of an idea or theory.
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EDUCATIONAL SERIES:

EDUCATIONAL SERIES: 
DEMOCRATIC
CONFEDERALISM

In the first edition of the 
current educational series, 
which focused on Democratic 
Confederalism, we looked at 
some of the reasons why South 
Africa’s liberation stalled. This 
included examining how a 
state-centred focus created 
a new political elite that has 
joined the ruling class and 
implemented neoliberalism in 
the country. While some gains 
were made, this has meant 
that for the working-class full 
liberation has not been won.
We noted that another path 
could have been followed based 
on “People’s Power” and we 
noted how lessons for struggles 
in South Africa could be drawn 
from Democratic Confederalism, 
which is a form of socialism 
that seeks to replace the state 
with communes. In this edition 
we will look in greater detail at 
what Democratic Confederalism 
is. In the next two editions we 
will follow this up by looking at 
how it has been implemented in 
Rojava and what lessons can be 
drawn for South Africa. 

Why was Democratic 
Confederalism developed?

Democratic Confederalism was developed by the 
Kurdish people in Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria as part 
of their struggle to overcome racial and national 
oppression. This struggle, like the liberation 
struggle in South Africa, has a long history. By the 
late 1970s the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) came 
to lead this struggle. It drew, and still does, most of 
its members from the Kurdish working class – who 
formed a pool of cheap labour in Turkey, Iran, Iraq 
and Syria.

For most of its early history the PKK was 
influenced by Marxist-Leninism and waged a 
guerrilla war for a socialist Kurdish state. By the 
end of the 1990s this struggle was stalling. Along 
with the failures of national liberation struggles in 
Africa and Asia to bring about socialism and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, members of the PKK 
- with Abdullah Öcalan playing a key role - began to 
reflect on the type of politics they were practicing. 
Through this process they came to the conclusion 
that socialism and freedom could not be achieved 
through creating a state, as states generate rulers 
and hierarchies. 

Through this reflection, mass education and 
critical thinking, the activists in the Kurdish 
Freedom Movement moved away from trying to 
create a Kurdish socialist state. They rather chose 
to build a mass movement to win struggles for 
housing, water and sanitation today, but with the 
aim of also creating socialism without a state 
based on structures of direct democracy and an 
economy to meet the needs of all in the future. This 
they called Democratic Confederalism. 

What is Democratic 
Confederalism?

Democratic Confederalism is a revolutionary 
ideology, practice and way of organising. It aims 
to weaken the state and capitalism and develop 
structures of direct democracy and a communal 
economy that can one day replace these. This is 
not only a vision that activists aim for in the future 
after a revolution, but is also a way of organising 
today. The aim is to expand structures of direct 
democracy like assemblies and councils into a dual 
power, while diminishing the power of the state and 
capitalism. Democratic Confederalism argues that 
such a movement has the right of self-defence if 
attacked by capital and/or the state. 

As a resistance movement, Democratic 
Confederalism involves organising at street-level 
where between 20 to 400 households form a 
“commune”. The commune meets regularly and 
is open to everyone regardless of gender, age, 
religion and race and is based on direct democracy. 
In the commune there are different committees 
through which the participants run the politics, law, 
economy, healthcare, women’s organising, youth 
organising, media, safety and political education at 
street-level

Communes are federated together at a 
neighbourhood-level, a city-level, a provincial-level, 
a national-level and even an international-level 
through mandated and recallable delegates to 
councils, with at least 50% being women. This 
differs from representative democracy (seen today 
in political parties, many social movements, trade 
unions, parliaments and the state) where power is 
given to representatives to make decisions. Rather, 
in Democratic Confederalism communes have 

the power: delegates to structures such as city, 
provincial and national councils carry mandates.

In places where Democratic Confederalism 
is a resistance movement, worker and women 
co-operatives are established to meet very basic 
economic needs on a street-level – in other words 
they help communities alleviate the worst aspects 
of capitalism.

Principles of Democratic 
Confederalism

Democratic Confederalism has three main 
pillars. The first pillar is women’s liberation and 
is seen as the most important pillar. The reason 
for this is that the oppression of women and 
the exploitation of women’s labour was the first 
hierarchy that arose over 5000 years ago when 
states and classes first arose in the Middle East – 
states are instruments of minority ruling class rule 
(historically the ruling class were only elite men). 
It was the oppression of women on which the later 
oppression and exploitation of impoverished men 
was built. To free everyone, therefore, women have 
to achieve liberation.

The second pillar is to build an ecological 
society. Capitalism views the ecology as 
something to exploit in the pursuit of profits. 
If the human species is to survive, capitalism 
needs to be replaced by an ecological economy 
to meet peoples’ needs, without oppression and 
exploitation of humans and the destruction of 
the ecology. Hence, Democratic Confederalism’s 
commitment to social ecology.

The third pillar is to extend participatory 
democracy into all areas of life, be they social, 
political and economic, to overcome patriarchy and 

all hierarchies including class and race. 
The key principles and practices underlying these 

pillars are solidarity, mutual aid, respect, collective 
discipline, communalism and self and collective 
criticism.

Democratic Confederalism and 
education

Ideology and political education are seen as 
vital within Democratic Confederalism. The reason 
being: if a movement does not have its own clear 
ideology it will come to incorporate aspects of the 
dominant ideology linked to hierarchies, capitalism, 
racism, patriarchy and nation states.  

To undertake mass education, every street 
– which is a commune – where Democratic 
Confederalism is organised in Turkey, Syria, 
Iran and Iraq has an “academy”. Academies are 
spaces of learning and reflection – it can even be 
someone’s house – where political education is 
undertaken to collectively develop consciousness, 
confidence and analytical skills and avoid a reliance 
on political ‘messiahs’.

The Rojava Revolution
In Turkey, Iran and Iraq Democratic 

Confederalism is still a resistance movement. 
In the North of Syria, however, a revolution has 
been underway since 2012. There, Democratic 
Confederalism has replaced the state. In the next 
edition of the Educational Series we will look at this 
revolution.

Kurdish protests against Kobane siege of ISIL in Bologna, Italy on Global day for Kobane. 

November 1st 2014. Photograph: Petar Milošević
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THE ‘OTHER’
COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
COUNTRY SUCCESS STORIES
Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, much of world’s public 
as well as media attention have 
been focused on those countries 
hardest hit. From the early and 
widespread outbreaks in China, 
Italy, Spain and the United 
Kingdom to the more recent and 
greater numbers of infections 
and deaths in countries such as 
the USA, Brazil, India, Mexico and 
Russia the information pipeline 
has largely read like a never-
ending horror story, even if the 
leading characters have changed.

That dominant story-line has been occasionally 
interrupted by some good news. However, 
most of those counter-narratives have surfaced 
individual experiences and examples of collective 
and community action. There have been some 
exceptions, like South Korea, Portugal, and 
Germany in the earlier months of the outbreak and 
then more recently in countries such as Denmark 
and New Zealand, but other than South Korea the 
success stories have most all been European/
Western. What have mostly been missing are the 
stories of ‘other’, non-European countries which 
have had sustained success (so far); indeed, 
these have largely been shifted to the pandemic 
shadows.

Besides the general need to better publicise and 
understand more about these ‘other’ countries that 
have, so far managed to successfully confront, 
corral and contain the COVID-19 onslaught, it is the 
surfacing of both the commonalities and specifics 
of these cases that is crucial to learning from them. 
Let’s take a summary look at four examples.

Cuba
As of 26th July the official COVID-19 numbers 

for this island nation of 11,34 million people stood 
as follows: 2 478 confirmed infections; 2 345 
recoveries; and, 87 deaths. It will come as little 
surprise to those who know more about Cuba 
other than the names of Fidel Castro and Ché 
Guevara, that a significant reason for its success 
is the depth and breadth of its free, universal and 
preventative healthcare system. That system 
has been built on a foundation of being in close 
touch with the population at the most local level, 
with the consequent ability to identify health 
problems as they emerge and deal with them 
immediately. Underpinning it is the world’s highest 
ratio of doctors to population, and positive health 
indicators such as high life expectancy and low 
infant mortality. Cuba also has a highly educated 
population, an advanced medical research industry 
and a tried and tested disaster-preparedness 
and management system. Further, the country’s 
centrally planned state-centric political economy 
means that the government has been able to 
mobilise and distribute resources quickly, helped 
along by the political will to act decisively. 

Taiwan
Back when the pandemic first began to move 

outside the borders of China, Johns Hopkins 
University had predicted that Taiwan, with a 

population of 23,8 million, would be right up 
there with the worst affected countries. And yet, 
several months later the official numbers tell 
a very different story with only 458 confirmed 
infections, 440 recoveries and just 7 deaths as of 
26th July. This is all the more astounding given 
that the country is just over 100kms from the coast 
of China, has 400,000 of its citizens working in 
China and did not institute any sustained lockdown 
nor close most economic activities. So what 
was Taiwan’s recipe for success? Firstly, there 
is universal healthcare through a national health 
insurance system, buttressed by an infrastructure 
strengthened by the country’s bad experiences from 
the 2003 SARS (another coronavirus) outbreak. 
Secondly, the government adopted a clear and well 
communicated plan for managing the pandemic, 
backed by a strong reliance on experienced medical 
professionals and a no-exceptions enforcement of 
rules related to targeted quarantines, mask-wearing 
and social distancing. Lastly, social relations are 
undergirded by a strong community-mindedness 
which allowed Taiwan to tackle the pandemic in a 
more unified and cooperative way. 

Mauritius
Just under a four-hour flight from Durban, the 

small (population of 1,27 million), beautiful country 
of Mauritius has, according to official statistics on 
26th July, experienced 344 confirmed infections, 
332 recoveries and 10 deaths. This, despite early 
estimations by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) of the highest exposure risk in Africa and 
projections of 90,000 cases and 800 deaths due to 
the country’s high population density (19th in the 
world) and aging population. Once again, at the 
centre of this story is a public healthcare system 
that, although not without its problems, has been 
able to provide quality, mostly free health services 
for the population. Additionally, strong local 
level/community organisation as well as a highly 
educated populace, combined with Mauritius’ 
trace-and-test tradition related to the eradication of 

malaria and dengue, served it extremely well. While 
there was some controversy and opposition around 
the strict lockdown and quarantining measures, 
adherence was high and the country was able to 
mitigate the impacts through wage assistance 
schemes, the distribution of food, as well as some 
support for the self-employed/ informal sector.

Vietnam
In a country that shares a 1400km land border 

with China (the originator country of the pandemic) 
and has a population of 95.54 million, the official 
figures (as of 26th July) are astounding: 420 
confirmed cases, 365 recoveries and not a single 
attributed death. Like the ‘other’ success stories, 
Vietnam (which reported its first cases in the 
same week in January as did the USA), saw the 
disease as a serious threat from the start. With 
impressive speed and efficiency – linked to both 
Vietnam’s highly centralised political system 
alongside its long history of well-organised local/
community organisation – the country rolled out 
a programme based on early risk assessment, 
extensive and localised contact tracing as well as 
quarantines (although criticised by some as being 
too heavy-handed). These were then effectively 
combined with extensive communication and 
accurate information, decisive leadership and 
community solidarity. And, no surprise that central 
to the accumulated success is a primary public 
healthcare system which, similar to Taiwan and 
Mauritius, has been tested and strengthened 
through dealing with previous viral outbreaks such 
as SARS and swine flu. 

One immediate response to these stories will 
probably be that three out of the four are all island 
nations with relatively small populations and 
thus have inherent geographic and demographic 
advantages in dealing with the pandemic. But that 
thesis does not hold much currency for two key 
reasons. First, many other islands (for example, 
Malta, the Maldives and Iceland) have had infection 
rates that are up there with some of COVID-19’s 

worst ‘failed states’. And second, Taiwan and 
Mauritius are both ranked in the top 20 globally in 
terms of their population density rates. 

Another response, especially from more right-
wing folk, might be that in ‘communist’ countries 
like Vietnam and Cuba the numbers are being 
manipulated by the state to achieve ideological/
political ends. Besides the fact that there has 
been absolutely no evidence or serious argument 
presented to back-up such an allegation, the 
counter-reality is that the evidentiary basis for 
such manipulation has most definitely come to the 
surface in some, so called ‘capitalist democracies’.  
Did I hear someone just say ‘America First’?

No doubt though, there are legitimate criticisms 
that can be made in respect of each of these 
examples. Cuba and Vietnam’s one-party 
systems and largely centralised political and 
communications management and control have 
seen some heavy-handed enforcement and have 
not been particularly kind to critical voices. In both 
Vietnam and Taiwan there have been legitimate 
concerns around the use of a national security 
network to monitor physical and virtual spaces. 
And, Mauritius’ COVID-19 legislation which has 
restricted and suspended certain worker rights 
as well as given police the power to arrest people 
without a warrant, raises serious fears that the 
supposed temporary might turn into permanent 
reality.

Regardless, there is much to learn, at 
both a national and global level, from 
these ‘other’ success stories. There 
are some very clear commonalities 
that undergird the successes, no 
more so than in respect of rationally-
informed political will, well-supported 
and capacitated public healthcare 
systems and effective local/community 
organisation. 

Anyone paying attention? 

INTERNATIONAL NEWS

A group of doctors participate in an event before leaving to South Africa 
at Jose Marti International Airport in Havana, Cuba, 25 April 2020.  
Photograph: EPA-EFE/Ernesto Mastrascusa
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COVID-19 AND THE CALL FOR A 
NATIONAL SCHOOL’S BOYCOTT

On 11 June, Premier of the Western Cape 
Alan Winde reported that 98 teachers had tested 
positive for COVID-19. More recently, Debbie 
Schafer, the MEC for Education reported that the 
Western Cape now has nearly 700 teachers that 
have tested positive. In response, a number of 
principals in mostly Cape Flats schools have called 
on the state to close the schools. In Athlone, a 
number of teachers have started protest action 
and are determined to continue. Various township 
schools have also tested positive and a number 
of community-based groups are shutting down 
schools in Khayelitsha.

Clearly, the public schools were not ready to 
reopen. And the private schools could not care less 
about the public schools. The race divide in this 
province is clear for all to see, and it is this racial 
divide that will continue to lead to more infections 

The pandemic signals the death, 
once and for all, of the post-
apartheid industrial relations 
regime based on collective 
bargaining, consensus and 
cooperation and a return to a 
regime based first-and-foremost 
on conflict.

 
From conflict to collaboration 
and back again

 
The drafting of a post-apartheid labour relations 

framework was meant to complete the move away 
from the conflict-rife landscape of the apartheid 
era. In its efforts to demobilise a militant labour 
movement, capital identified stable industrial 
relations based on collective bargaining and speedy 
dispute resolution as a preferable alternative to 
strikes. 

To promote industrial peace, the 1995 Labour 
Relations Act (LRA) set up the Commission for 
Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration (CCMA) 
to resolve all rights-based disputes (breaches of 
worker rights) and restricted workers from striking 
over them. While the LRA allowed for strikes 
over disputes of interest, such as wages and 
working conditions, these struggles would as far 
as possible be redirected through negotiations in 
bargaining councils.

During the early post-apartheid period, the 
dominant politics within the trade union movement 
shifted from class struggle to class collaboration. 
Securing worker rights and winning higher wages 
would be achieved through negotiation and 
compromise between employers and union leaders, 
with the rank and file only being brought onto the 
streets periodically to resolve a deadlock. 

At the same time, however, capital was 
restructuring along neoliberal lines. Two decades 

and deaths. This must stop. We going to have to 
coordinate our protest actions between Cape Flats 
and Township schools. As for the private schools, 
we again issue a call to them for solidarity action 
as even positive cases have been reported in their 
schools. And if they do not take such action, we will 
have to ensure that private school learners are not 
allowed into universities in 2021.

COVID-19 affects all of us. We cannot leave 
any child behind. And yet the racial disparities are 
evident in our health care sector as well. Typically, 
those with medical aid wait for two days to receive 
test results while those without medical aid easily 
wait for up to two weeks. Two weeks ago, we had 
a back log of approximately 100 000 test cases. 
Nationally, more than 2000 health care workers 
have tested positive and the reason simply is that 
they were not issued with sufficient quantities of 

into democracy, a two-tiered labour market had re-
emerged for all to see, based on casualisation and 
externalisation which kept black labour cheap and 
undermined trade unions. 

 Much like the white unions under apartheid, 
which took a narrow approach to defending the 
positions of their members in light of an influx of 
black workers into industry in the 1960s, the union 
movement post-apartheid took a narrow approach 
to defending the positions of their “permanent” 
members at the expense of “precarious” workers 
that were flooding into their industries. This 
approach weakened unions significantly, especially 
in the private sector. But it was the inability of 
unions to defend even their own members that 
led to the fundamental break in post-apartheid 
industrial relations. 

 In 2012, mineworkers in Marikana brought 
the post-apartheid industrial relations regime to 
its knees by rejecting the class collaborationist 
politics of their union bureaucracy and turning 
to open conflict against the state and capital to 
settle a dispute. The state responded by shooting 
the striking workers on the instruction of Cyril 
Ramaphosa, who was a Lonmin executive at the 
time. There was no going back. 

 
Redrawing the battle lines

 
In 2018, the state, with the support of COSATU, 

NACTU and FEDUSA, passed new labour legislation 
that gave workers a minimum wage with one hand 
and attacked their right to strike with the other. 
More accurately, the amendments to the LRA 
introduced highly restrictive picketing rules and 
made secret balloting mandatory.  

In 2019, the Registrar of Labour Relations sent 
letters to over 100 unions threatening to deregister 
many of them for not complying with the new 
amendments to the LRA. The message was clear: 
those unions with ongoing traditions of militancy 
better fall in line with cordial industrial relations or 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). Some of 
our health care workers have in fact died, which is 
tantamount to state-sanctioned murder.

Teachers and learners have become the next 
vector for community-level transmissions and 
with 400 000 infections predicted by mid-July and 
we can guarantee you that our corrupt, thieving 
and looting government could not care less about 
our lives. The end goal of the lockdown was to 
ensure that our public health care system would be 
able to deal with the expected influx of COVID-19 
patients. The reality though is that our crisis-ridden 
pre-COVID-19 hospitals are already at full capacity 
and we do not have enough ICU beds, testing 
equipment and health care workers. Thus, we can 
accurately state that our health system faces an 
imminent collapse.

face the might of the state. 
The legal space for resolving disputes of interest 

through strikes was being closed off. What this 
also means, however, is that the majority of strikes 
over such disputes will almost inevitably now be 
conducted through open conflict – outside of 
the realms of the industrial relations framework. 
This follows the trajectory of strikes over the 
last decade, where unprotected strikes have 
outnumbered protected strikes in four out of the 
last six years on record [see DOL’s Industrial Action 
Reports]. 

 
A final assault under the 
pandemic

 
Under the COVID-19 lockdown, companies and 

even whole industries have been reneging on 
wage agreements, following the example set by 
treasury earlier in the year in the public sector. 
We are also now witnessing mass dismissals, 
retrenchments and wage cuts imposed unilaterally 
by management. At the same time, workers are 
getting infected because employers are hiding 
information of workplace COVID-19 outbreaks and 
are not providing adequate personal protective 
equipment (PPE). 

Over and above this direct assault on workers, 
there is a simultaneous attack being waged on the 
very institutions that are supposed to defend their 
rights. Together these signify an abandonment of 
the post-apartheid industrial relations consensus 
by capital and the state.

The Casual Workers Advice Office (CWAO) 
has been raising the alarm at the state of the 
Department of Labour (DoL), the CCMA and 
bargaining councils for over five years. These 
institutions are supposed to help workers access 
their rights and resolve disputes expeditiously, 
but they have collapsed under the weight of 
the intersecting burdens of austerity budgeting 
and increased rights abuses. Furthermore, 

The reality is that the government is intent on 
following a herd immunity strategy and pinning 
their hopes on a vaccine. These are their only 
strategies which in fact amounts to defeatism. We 
can stop the spread of this virus with a 30-day hard 
lock down.

What next?

Form your street committees 
Form your parent committees 
Form your teacher committees 
Form your student representative 
councils 

It is only through the self-organisation 
of the working class that we can save 
lives!

these institutions have also been weakened by 
growing corruption of DoL inspectors and CCMA 
commissioners as well as their shifting political 
attitudes which increasingly reflect the current 
balance of class forces – i.e. they favour the 
bosses. 

More recently, the CCMA has been burdened 
with resolving minimum wage cases and now 
must also cover the multiplicity of new workplace 
issues arising out of the Covid-19 pandemic and 
lockdown. The CCMA has revealed that in three 
months, between 1 April and the end of June 
2020, 101 514 workers were sent retrenchment 
notices – compared to 38 588 from the whole of 
2019. Despite its ever-increasing caseload, and the 
crucial role it should play during the pandemic to 
protect jobs, the CCMA had its budget cut by R55 
million in June. 

This means that, like struggles over disputes 
of interest, struggles over disputes of right will 
be forced to take place more often through open 
conflict.

 
Precarious workers and 
adversarial industrial relations

 
Over the last few years, precarious workers have 

been waging struggles to access their most basic 
labour rights. But to win such rights, many have 
been forced to engage in months, if not years, of 
almost permanent rank-and-file mobilisation, which 
has required them to wage struggles both inside 
and outside of the industrial relations framework.

Despite the gloomy picture we have painted of 
the contemporary labour landscape, the advantage 
for many of these workers is that they are already 
battle-hardened from years of adversarial industrial 
relations. This dynamic, where even the most 
defensive struggles require greater and greater 
levels of rank-and-file militancy, is the blueprint for 
what to expect in the immediate future.

MY STRUGGLE

by Lynford Dor (CWAO) 

WHAT THE PANDEMIC MEANS 
FOR WORKER STRUGGLES

GUEST ARTICLE
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globalisation, read articles, contribu te to discussion , and order publications . Website 
members will receive regular updates on issues of interest.  

CHECK OUT OUR WEBSITE AND JOIN CURRENT DEBATES

CALLING ALL CULTURAL ACTIVISTS
We would love to feature your artwork advocating for alternatives to capitalism, fascism and patriarchy. 
Please help us make this an inspiring publication by sending us your poetry & songs, photography & graphic 
design, paintings & drawings, reports & manifestos of cultural activist interventions etc.

Room 14, Community House, 41 Salt River Road, Salt River, Cape Town

info@ilrig.org.za 021 447 6375 021 448 2282
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Are you involved in progressive struggles or grassroots workplace/community organising that needs solidarity or that you think 
more activists should be made aware of? Do you have an analysis of or insights into a struggle or social/political/economic issue or 
development – whether local, regional or international – that is of interest or relevance to progressive/working class activists and 
struggles in South Africa that you would like to share? Do you have questions/comments about or disagreements with something 

published in Workers’ World News? 

Send us your article (max. 600 words) by email or Facebook private message and we will consider publishing it in a future issue.

A SMALL NEEDFUL FACT
BY ROSS GAY

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU

Is that Eric Garner worked
for some time for the Parks and Rec.
Horticultural Department, which means,
perhaps, that with his very large hands,
perhaps, in all likelihood,
he put gently into the earth
some plants which, most likely,
some of them, in all likelihood,
continue to grow, continue
to do what such plants do, like house
and feed small and necessary creatures,
like being pleasant to touch and smell,
like converting sunlight
into food, like making it easier
for us to breathe.

Illustration by Milinda Courey
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