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EDITORIAL

‘At the risk of seeming ridiculous, let 
me say that the true revolutionary is 
guided by great feelings of love’ 

– Ché Guevara

Over the last two 
years, the combined 
and intertwined ravages 
of an unpredictable 
coronavirus pandemic and 
an uncontrollable capitalist 
system and politics have 
given rise to a widespread 
and intensified mental 
health crisis. A toxic and often deadly cocktail 
of both objective and subjective impacts has 
wreaked havoc on human society and particularly, 
on the mental health landscape. 

As the various authors of South Africa’s 
National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) – 
Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey (CRAM) Wave 5 
report note, these impacts include “fear, anxiety, 
loneliness, and uncertainty about the future” 
stemming from both the health-related effects of 
the virus and the material effects of associated 
political and economic responses such as “job 
loss and unemployment, food insecurity, and … 
hunger”. 

This mental health crisis is most definitely 
global in its reach and character and, not 
surprisingly, disproportionately affects those 
that are poor, marginalised and most vulnerable. 
However, it has been made exponentially worse 
in those countries where there has long been 
a generalised public health crisis and more 
especially where the availability of and access to, 
public mental health care service is either severely 
constrained or virtually non-existent.

One of those countries is South Africa. Even 
before the pandemic hit, a 2018 study by the 
South African College of Applied Psychology, 
found that one sixth of the population suffers 
from anxiety, depression, or a substance use 
disorder, while around 60% could be suffering 
from post-traumatic stress. Crucially, the study 
found that only 27% of those with serious mental 
disorders receive treatment. In the most populous 
province of Gauteng, the Department of Health 
recently revealed that the suicide rate in the 
province had increased by 90% between 2019-
2021. 

Other studies, suggest that close to 60% of 
adults in South Africa are experiencing higher 
levels of emotional and psychological stress than 

No doubt like so many other organisations and 
activists, ILRIG’s small collective is glad to see the 
start of a year where we can once again (even if 
still cautiously) see/meet each other and struggle 
together in person. It has been a hugely challenging 
and difficult last two years for humanity, but more 
especially for progressive activists and particularly 
for the poor and vulnerable.

One of the most unseen and ‘silent’ consequences 
of the multiple challenges and problems experienced 
over the last two years, and which continue in 
different forms as we write, is a mental health 
crisis. In the lead article, Dale McKinley makes the 
link between our mental health and the devastating 
impacts of virus capitalism and reveals the extent 
and depth of the mental health crisis in South Africa. 
He argues that as progressives and activists we 
must pay much closer attention and create enabling 
and supportive spaces to those in need. In doing so 
we can practice acts of revolutionary love which can 
have profound, positive and lasting impact. 

For our Guest Article, Cheryl Abrahams takes 
a critical and closer-up look at how the multiple 
social, economic and relational crises and record 
inequalities have fed this mental health crisis in 
communities. More specifically, she relates how this 
has impacted in particular on poor, black working 
class women and convincingly argues that putting 
mental health issues at the centre of our work and 
activism is an essential condition to both feminising 
our struggles and taking forward the fight against 
capitalist neoliberalism.  

In Gender News, Leila Khan uses ILRIG’s 2022 
Calendar, ‘At the Forefront’ to offer us a glimpse 
of some of the incredible histories of women’s 
resistance on the African continent. In sharing 
parts of this history, she  reminds us that women 
have been and remain at, the frontlines during the 
pandemic, as workers and as community organisers.

This edition sees the first in a new educational 
series by Shawn Hattingh, which focuses on 
the content and character of forging different 
revolutionary pathways. In this instalment, he argues 
that the well-worn path of prioritising the capturing/
use of the state as well as electoral politics is a 
dead-end for socialists and that there are alternative 
paths centred on direct democracy and self-
governance outside of the state.

In the International News article, Patrick Bond 
provides a critical analysis of the imperialist and 
sub-imperialist character of the ongoing war in 
Ukraine. He reminds us that in the midst of this 
fight, the possibilities of a more progressive ‘Third 
Worldism’ cannot rely on populist authoritarians but 
must turn to the people themselves. 

Lastly, our Cultural Page features two powerful 
poems by the late Dennis Brutus and veteran 
activist Hassen Lorgat that speak to the horrors of 
war and the hypocrisies of  Western responses to 
refugees from the Ukrainian and other wars.  We 
also include a lovely pull-out poster by Gugulethu 
Mnguni (from Artist Proof Studio and taken from our 
2022 calendar), entitled ‘Up Up Wages Up Up’, which 
depicts women workers on strike against Shoprite 
in Namibia.

Read, question, debate and act and remember 
that at the heart of all revolutionary struggle is love!

Welcome to the first edition of 
Workers World News in 2022. 

before the pandemic, with data gathered by the 
Alexander Forbes Health Management Solutions 
showing that “stress, anxiety, depression, 

domestic violence, 
loneliness or isolation 
and musculoskeletal-
related medical 
conditions are rising 
amongst employees”. 
When it comes to the 
youth/students, the 
extent of the mental 
health crisis remains 
largely hidden because, 
as Patti Silbert and 

Tembeka Mzozoyana point out, “in many school 
communities silence is conflated with coping, 
with the result that children and adolescents are 
becoming increasingly disconnected from their 
personal and collective trauma”.

All of this was brought into a much more 
personal focus in the latter half of 2021, when 
three academic/work colleagues and good 
activist-intellectual friends/comrades of mine – all 
of whom were in the 40s and 50s - took their own 
lives. In the case of University of Johannesburg 
(UJ) Professor Pier-Paolo Frassinelli, a letter 
written by his colleagues to the University  
management requests an independent “inquiry 
into mental health conditions at the university” 
and states that, “it is not possible to raise 
awareness (around issues of) mental health more 
generally (unless we) speak openly about them 
and develop strategies to address them”. 

Reflecting on the suicides of both Professor 
Frassinelli and another colleague at UJ, Professor 
Aziz Choudry, a senior UJ academic makes 
specific note that within academia, “the impacts 
of neoliberal restructuring have been extensive 
and deep, with severe demands placed on 
academics: money is at the core of everything 
with careerism being the driving force”. As a result 
there is “a growing separation of the personal 
from professional work as well as from larger 
politics and activism”.

Such realities have become the staple of 
human experience across a wide array of work 
and social spaces that encompass formal and 
government institutions, private businesses 
and civil society organisations amongst others. 
Indeed, they have become deeply embedded 
in the very sinews of our individual as well as 
collective, societal ‘worlds’. 

This includes the ‘worlds’ of progressive 
political/social justice activism, community and 

worker organisations, social movements and 
NGOs; through/in which I have been personally 
involved for over 40 years. Contrary to what 
is often claimed alongside associated and 
widespread public expectation, in these ‘worlds’ 
the objective and subjective realities of mental 
health challenges have far too easily been 
dismissed, mental health has consistently been 
pigeon-holed into the ‘private/personal’ realm and 
there has been an abject failure to create enabling 
and caring create spaces for those in need.

Many would (correctly) note that significant 
parts of this state of affairs have been with us 
for quite a long time now. However, what must 
be acknowledged and confronted is that these 
realities have been taken to an entirely different 
level by a virus capitalism whose combined 
character and impact has turbo-charged: 
class, racial, gender and religious division and 
hatred; unprecedented social and economic 
inequality as well as violence; and, the isolation, 
individualisation and atomisation of our human 
lives. We are faced with a dying capitalist system 
desperately and ever more destructively trying to 
do the impossible, save itself from itself, through 
itself.

Nonetheless, where there is crisis there is 
always possibility. The deep-cutting, systemically 
grounded ravages of virus capitalism have given 
rise to a range of revolutionary possibilities.

Some might see those possibilities through 
more traditional lenses, for example: as a result 
of the formation and struggles of both national 
and global mass movements for change, 
economic melt-downs or, the physical and 
political overthrow of governments. What I have 
in mind, is much simpler and I would argue, 
more immediately possible and necessary in the 
present. Channelling and slightly refashioning 
Guevara’s statement within our contemporary 
context, it is that there is nothing more 
revolutionary than acts of love.

By that I mean acts of an inclusive human 
love, which re-centre the essential commonality 
and empathetic nature of our humanness at 
both individual and collective levels. Such acts 
encompass but are not reducible to those forms 
most considered as constituting love – e.g., 
romantic, sexual, familial. Crucially, 
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We are faced with a 
dying capitalist system 

desperately and ever more 
destructively trying to do 
the impossible, save itself 
from itself, through itself.
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WOMEN AT THE FOREFRONT! 
FROM PAST TO PRESENT

In 1947, 20 000 African railway workers and 
dockworkers undertook a powerful strike throughout 
French West Africa (a grouping of French colonial 
territories, including Senegal, Mali, Guinea, 
Mauritania, Niger, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire and 
Benin), shutting down the entire rail network and 
thwarting the colonial authority’s development plans. 

The workers were taking action against the 
unequal treatment of African workers under the 
colonial administration’s racialised labour system. 
They demanded housing, improved working 
conditions, and an end to their status as temporary 
labourers. The strikers held out for five and a half 
months, and were able to secure significant gains 
through their unions. 

Historians of this event, as well the workers 
involved in the strike, have acknowledged that the 
strike could not have lasted as long as it did without 
the solidarity and unity that existed within the 
railway workers’ communities. Women were central 
to these community support systems. They played 
critical supportive roles in sustaining their families 
and communities for the duration of the strike by 
selling their clothes and jewellery and working at 
markets to make money for food. 

In addition, women wrote songs which 
encouraged striking workers, and maintained 
discipline through criticising and taunting strike-
breakers. While women were not directly involved as 
strikers and did not organise in a distinct grouping 
‘as women’, they were 
still able to significantly 
influence labour organising, 
and to bridge the divide 
between workers and 
communities. 

This railway strike is part 
of a long history of women’s 
resistance and organising 
power, the undeniable 
force of which can be seen 
under the present COVID-19 
pandemic. The pandemic 
has deepened and exposed 
the inequalities of capitalist society and has made 
clear that women play critical organising roles in 
sustaining and caring for their communities. 

Women have been on the frontlines in the 
pandemic, not only as workers in healthcare, on 
farms, in retail and other industries, but also as 
community organisers. Across Africa and all over 
the world, women have been the vanguard in the 
fight against COVID-19, providing care and services 
in their homes and communities. They have started 
community gardens and community kitchens to 
combat hunger and food insecurity, and here in 
South Africa have led the struggle for social grants. 

As the coronavirus has spread across the world, 
many countries have registered increased cases of 
Gender-Based Violence (GBV). Once again, women 
have been at the forefront in  responding to this 
“shadow pandemic”, mobilising mass protests and 
international solidarity. Here are but a few of the 
many examples.

In May 2020, women in South Sudan shared their 
experiences of rape and sexual violence through 
the #SouthSudaneseSurvivor campaign. In June 
2020, Nigerian activists started the #WeAreTired 
campaign to pressure their government to respond 
to GBV. The Namibian #ShutItAllDown protests 
against GBV and femicide that began in October 

2020 captured global attention, with women 
declaring “ons is moeg” (“we are tired” in Afrikaans). 

Both historically and in the present, women’s 
leadership and participation in radical organising 
against oppression is often overlooked, forgotten, or 
made invisible. This is particularly true for women 
in Africa, who are largely excluded from narratives 
of women’s resistance, as well as narratives of 
African resistance. But the truth is that women in 
Africa, who bear the brunt of violence, poverty and 
inequality under global capitalism and patriarchy, 
have a long history of collective organising against 
many forms of injustice. 

This reality rejects conceptualisations of African 
women as submissive, and shows the innovative 
tactics for building, defending, and advancing 
emancipatory struggles that have been developed 
by women. From early anti-colonial uprisings to 
the protests that have erupted during the COVID-19 
pandemic, African women have shown themselves 
to be a decisive and formidable force in challenging 
systems of power. 

Crucially, through their resistance, women have 
refused to be undermined or made invisible, and 
have shown that they are a force to be reckoned 
with! Our organisations and movements can draw 
strength and inspiration from these histories as we 
wage our own struggles in the present.
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MENTAL HEALTH IN THE TIME OF VIRUS CAPITALISM continued from pg.1:

they encompass everyday acts of individual 
kindness, respect, caring, empathy and sharing 
in addition to more general and collective 
as well as organisational acts of tolerance, 
inclusivity, solidarity and actions for positive 
societal change defined by equality and justice. 

There are many and varied ways for us to 
practice such acts of love. 

• Recognition and acknowledgement: 
these are the first steps in holding each other 
close. Whether related to individual, familial 
or collective/organisational relationships and 
settings, we have to first recognise that there 
is a problem/crisis. Doing so constitutes the 
foundational act in then acknowledging an 
endemic and growing reality. This provides 
the essential opportunity to help roll-back 
associated layers of stigma and denialism 

and to place mental health at the centre of our 
varied relationships.  

• Space and voice: once the reality has been 
seen and embraced, this can then allow for 
spaces - which can be either/both private 
and open/collective depending on the 
circumstances - to be created in order to 
provide an enabling environment to listen, 
share and/or engage. This is crucial to 
breaking the silence that in general, envelops 
mental health issues and in particular, has 
found a comfortable and long-standing 
‘home’ within various collectives, institutions 
and organisations. 

• Support and solidarity: whether ‘applied’ 
in individual, familial or collective/
organisational settings and whether in 

informal or more formal/professional ways, 
the availability and accessibility of practical 
support is essential. Unless otherwise 
necessitated by extreme exigency or due 
to an inability to effectively participate and 
work, such support should be offered without 
conditionalities. In this way an environment 
of enveloping solidarity can be forged that 
feeds feelings of care, belonging and positive 
ways forward.    

At the risk of being attacked and/or 
caricatured by erstwhile and self-proclaimed  
‘revolutionaries’ in the present, it is these acts 
of love which can constitute not only radically 
different and effective ways to confront the 
mental health crisis but can act as the core 
antidote to virus capitalism itself.

This article was adapted from ILRIG’s 2022 Calendar, ‘At the Forefront’, a 
popular education resource which contains histories of women’s resistance 
on the African continent. You can find the full publication, along with other 
resources produced by ILRIG, on our website at ilrigsa.org.za/resources.

Women have been on the 

frontlines in the pandemic, 

not only as workers in 

healthcare, on farms, in retail 

and other industries, but also 

as community organisers.
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EDUCATIONAL SERIES:

A DIFFERENT PATH TO REVOLUTION:
REJECTION OF THE STATE
AND BUILDING STRUCTURES OF COUNTER-POWER

The struggle to overcome the various forms of oppression, exploitation 
and capitalism under which we live is not an easy one. We are 
indoctrinated into the systems we live under from birth and breaking 
with the patterns of thought, and resulting actions, which we have 
been schooled into – and that we have come to believe are normal – is 
difficult. We often believe that the systems that surround us, in particular 
the state, have always been with us, that they are a natural part of society, 
and that the power that resides in them can be used for a socialist project 
and even revolution. Such beliefs often influence the tactics we use, and 
this can lead to dead-ends even if we have the best intentions.

Prisoners of our past

Indeed, the vast majority of progressive parties, 
movements and unions hold the belief that the 
state, or at least sections of it, can be used to 
roll back oppression, exploitation and capitalism.  
For this reason, many left parties – often backed 
by trade unions – seek to gain state power, or 
influence within the state, as a tactic to try and 
improve the lives of working class people (workers 
and the unemployed). Central to this is standing 
in elections, whether at a local or national level. 
In fact, left struggles since the late 1910s have 
become dominated by the view that using state 
power and participating in elections can lead to 
large improvements in the lives of the poor

In South Africa, activists too often look 
to elections as being a central tactic in their 
struggles. Many activists argue winning seats 
in, for example, a local council can be used 
to improve people’s lives locally. They argue 
that through having councilors from the left, 
communities can put their needs on the agenda 
and get rid of corrupt politicians that are 
capitalists, or who serve the interests of capital. 
On a larger scale, many activists want to form, 
or have formed, political parties to contest 
national elections. This, they say, is to either 
make propaganda for socialism or to gain state 
power to tame capitalism in the future through 
nationalizing key companies – thereby taking 
these companies away from capitalists.

A problem is the state

The problem though is that states are not neutral 
and attempting to gain control of them and to use 
the power they have for good has proven to be a 
dead end. Many left parties have won elections in 
different parts of the world, and after a while or 
even immediately they follow the same or similar 
policies that they criticized. Others that have tried 
to follow more radical policies have been removed 
by sections of the states they claim to control, in 
the form of coups and assassinations .

Some Marxist-Leninist or Maoist parties have, at 
times throughout recent history, seized state power 
through political revolutions or armed struggles. 
While they have even nationalized industries and 
declared socialism, within a short space of time – 
whether in the Soviet Union or People’s Republic 
of China – the leaders of these parties became an 
elite and indeed a ruling class in their own right.  In 
the end, the state path has never led to political and 
economic socialism, only forms of state capitalism 
in which those in charge end up exploiting and 
oppressing the working class. 

   
Ruling is the purpose of state

States first arose 6 000 years ago when 
inequality between people in terms of class started 
to emerge in society: an elite needed an instrument 
to maintain and entrench their rule and states were 
that instrument. States have, therefore, always 

been controlled by, and have been instruments of, 
a privileged minority class.  They are, therefore, 
different to systems of self-governance, like 
assemblies and councils, based on direct 
democracy (we will look at three recent examples 
of revolutionary systems of self-governance in the 
next instalments in this series), and should not be 
confused or conflated with them.

Consequently, what defines all states is that 
they have always enforced the rule of a privileged 
minority. As part of this states have always 
protected a minority ruling class’s wealth from the 
majority and have enabled the exploitation of the 
majority by a minority. To do so, all states in history 
have been top down and centralised structures so 
that only a few can govern: the majority of people 
were and are deliberately excluded from decision 
making under a state system. In fact, the state 
generates part of the ruling class in the form of 
professional politicians and bureaucrats.   

As capitalism developed, the size and power 
of states also increased. Today we have huge 
states that ensure the interests of the ruling class 
(capitalists, politicians and top officials in the state) 
are protected and furthered.  Through the state’s 
executive, legislative, judicial, military and policing 
arms, the state always protects the interests of 
this class. States are, therefore, not structures 
that have been created to bring about liberation or 
equality or to end capitalism, but rather to ensure 
oppression, domination and exploitation. The tactic 
of trying to use a state to end the oppression and 
domination of capitalism is deeply flawed – it’s akin 
to someone becoming an executive in a capitalist 
corporation in order to liberate the very workers the 
corporation employs.

The state changes 
revolutionaries

This means that when former liberation fighters 
or activists enter into the state, they actually 
become rulers even if only locally and end up 
deciding what is best for people; rather than 
people deciding collectively for themselves. This is 
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because the state is based on executive power – it 
is not a system of mandated delegates; rather the 
people that are voted into the state or that take 
over the state, have power. This is not due to any 
faults in the personal characters of such activists, 
but rather due to the logic of the state – which 
exists for a few to govern. The past therefore, tells 
us that even if revolutionary parties or movements 
enter into the state, in all likelihood their character 
changes, they become rulers and governors; 
and the working class remains in a subordinate 
position.

What is the alternative?

If the state and elections can’t be used to 
bring about an end to capitalism and create 
an egalitarian society, then what alternative is 
there? The answer is to build structures as part 
of struggle that are based on direct democracy 
and that can in fact replace the state, along with 
the oppressive capitalist system one day. In other 
words, the working class needs to build its own 
structures through struggle that is building towards 
revolution. In doing so, the longer-term aim is that 
these structures can lead to the self-governance 
of society based on direct democracy in a post-
revolutionary future. What is built in struggle can 
eventually become the structures replace the state 
and capitalism. 

Some movements have, in fact, followed this 
path and have forged structures outside and 
against the state as part of their struggle and which 
aim to not only end oppression, exploitation and 
domination, but to be structures of self-governance 
after a revolution. In other words, they are building 
a path to revolution that does not attempt to 
access/use the state, but to create a counter-power 
of self-governance based on direct democracy that 
can replace the state. 

In the next three articles we will look of examples 
of this, such as the Shinmin Commune, the Spanish 
Revolution and the Rojava Revolution. We will look 
at what happened and the lessons we can learn for 
struggles in South Africa today. 

The Spanish Revolution, Barcelona, 1936. Author unknown.
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by Cheryl Abrahams

MORE COMMUNITY LOVE AND
COHESION, MORE UBUNTU: 
A RESPONSE TO THE MENTAL HEALTH PANDEMIC

The stigma of associated with mental health 
issues and more particularly, suicide has been 
receiving a lot of ‘airtime’ of late.  Rightfully so, 
for what can only be described as yet another of 
the growing list of silent pandemics across the 
length and breadth of our country. Elsewhere in 
this publication my ILRIG colleague, Dale Mckinley 
contextualises the political – economic – social 
conditions in our country and provides statistics on 
the harrowing levels of unemployment, poverty and 
inequality undergirding the crisis of mental health 
in the country, which has been exacerbated by the 
devastation of the Covid pandemic. 

For me, all of 
this has brought 
into harsh focus 
the realities and 
experiences in 
local communities 
and in particular 
black working class 
women. It is they who suffer the brunt of the ravages 
of living in the most unequal country in the world, 
where the rich live in their gated and protected 
suburbs in close proximity to the majority of the 
black working class. 

Black working class women don’t just carry the 
double burden (at times triple burden as activists) 

of social reproduction, they also carry the burden of 
having to feed, cloth, educate, and care for children, 
relatives and the aged, as the heads of households. 
As if that were not enough, South Africa also has 
the highest levels of gender-based violence (GBV) 
and femicide of any country in the world outside 
of a warzone.  As reported in New Frame, a 2021 
Statistics South Africa report titled, “Crimes Against 
Women in South Africa”, revealed that one in five 
women (21%) experience physical violence by a 
partner. ‘We are traumatised’ is the all too familiar 
cry from black working class women activists.  

Added to this 
toxic mix are 
the high levels 
of alcoholism 
and substance 
abuse. It 
has been 

argued that we are a broken society in which, not 
surprisingly, there are many calls for punitive action 
against perpetrators. In the case of the brutal rape 
and death of a two year-old child near Port St John’s 
(Eastern Cape) in February 2012, one community 
leader had this to say: “ag ya, I’m just fucking furious 
today.  Anger like a hot burning coal, sits in the pit 
of my stomach.  Yesterday’s news of the rape and 

murder of a two year-old girl is seriously threatening 
my mental health … “

Yes there is anger like hot burning coals amongst 
so many of us. Besides the violence, the perpetuation 
of spatial apartheid in the land and housing sector and 
the regular flooding of homes in informal settlements 
during heavy rains (which see many residents losing 
everything including important documentation such 
as children’s clinic cards, and identity documents) 
only further exacerbates the huge stresses that the 
working class are subjected to on a daily basis. We 
have too many broken communities, where stress and 
anxiety levels have reached alarmist proportions.

In the midst of all of these daily horrors, the reality 
is that access to psychosocial support is negligible 
for the majority of the citizens of this country.  Private 
psychologist services cost between R500-R1200 for 
an hour-long session. These astronomical fees are 
way out of reach for the majority of the working class, 
more especially for the millions who are unemployed, 
the ranks of which have swelled during the Covid 19 
Pandemic and who rely on the measly R350 Social 
Relief of Distress grant. What are people supposed 
to do?  Where do people go for help?  Even where 
people can access “free medical services”, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that securing an appointment at 
a public health facility can take anything between 6 
weeks to 3 months.  Indeed, the psychiatric unit at 

Charlotte Maxeke hospital remains shut 10 months 
after the devastating fire on 16th April 2021.  

Given that healing from post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), and general anxiety is a long and 
arduous journey requiring intensive holistic care and 
support, we are more likely looking at a scenario --- 
under the current system of neo-liberalism ---  where 
we will see trauma being experienced by the majority 
of the working class for many more generations to 
come.  

Much of this trauma flows from the legacy of 
apartheid South Africa, a condition so well described 
by Frantz Fanon when he wrote: “changes to moral 
character, altered mental stability, and acceptance 
of adversity as a result of the effects of long-term 
oppression, overcomes its subject, as the subject 
is heavily burdened, mentally or physically, by 
troubles and thusly their conscience is affected”. 
Further, there is ample evidence to show that neo-
liberal capitalism “is creating loneliness”, greatly 
contributing to our current mass epidemic of 
depression, both in South Africa and globally.  

What is clear is that the issues of mental 
health needs to be placed high on the agenda of 
progressive movements as an integral part of 
feminising these movements. This can happen, 
through amongst other things centring revolutionary 
love, care and solidarity in action.  

The Bolshevik revolutionary feminist, Alexandra 
Kollantai points us in the direction we need to travel: 
“ … under socialism, there will be an understanding 
that the love for your friends, your neighbours, and 
your family is of equal importance to romantic love, 
this is how we will fill the neoliberal emptiness”.

GUEST ARTICLE

The current global geopolitical 
chaos reflects both the waning, 
and sudden resurgence of 
Western imperialist power 
against its Russian rival, whose 
ongoing land grab of Ukraine is as 
murderous and unjustified as was 
Washington’s against Afghanistan 
and Iraq during just this century, 
and too many others to list over 
the past century. 

Such imperialist/sub-imperialist tension was 
expressed by Joe Biden in 2020 when he lamented 
that, “the international system that the United 
States so carefully constructed is coming apart 
at the seams.” By mid-2021 his “America is back!” 
announcements among fellow western (G7) 
leaders were welcomed, and to his credit, Biden 
did give lukewarm support to the Covid-19 vaccine 
exemption from Intellectual Property restrictions 
in the World Trade Organisation – though Britain’s 
Boris Johnson and Germany’s Angela Merkel 
foiled access, preferring to continue with a highly-
profitable ‘vaccine apartheid.’ 

By late 2021 however, the emptiness of the 
United States’ multilateral commitments was 
obvious at the Glasgow climate summit when 
Washington united with New Delhi and Beijing to 
defend coal. Together, they replaced a proposed 
‘phase out’ statement with ‘phase down,’ and 
maintained all the other features of the imperialist/
sub-imperialist climate-catastrophic policy regime.

Fast forward to early 2022 and a nostalgia for 
reconstructing an ancient Russian empire along 
with ending persecution of Russian speakers in 

the eastern Donbass region and de-Nazification 
of Ukraine’s political and military hierarchies, 
were Vladimir Putin’s claimed justifications 
for the Russian army’s invasion of Ukraine on 
February 23rd. Accusing Vladimir Lenin of giving 
away the Russian family silver by allowing ethnic 
nationalities too much decentralized power more 
than a century ago, Putin’s pre-invasion speech 
included this mafioso-style threat: “You want 
decommunization? Very well, this suits us just fine. 
But why stop halfway? We are ready to show what 
real decommunizations would mean for Ukraine.”

With the USA and its North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO) allies unwilling to militarily 
engage the Russians in Ukraine, they have 
employed the weapon of economic sanctions 
against Putin’s Russia. While German reliance 
on the ‘Nord Stream 1’ pipeline for gas imported 
from Western Siberian fields – not to mention 
many other imports and exports – may slow the 
sanctions, they have already wreaked enormous 
damage to the Putin regime. 

Of particular importance has been the exclusion 
of Russia from the Society for Worldwide Interbank 
Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT) money-
transfer system; a weapon only used once before 
against Iran a decade ago, until a nuclear energy 
pact was agreed to with the West. While Putin’s 
regime possesses US$600 billion in various forms 
of gross foreign reserves, more than half has been 
seized by the West, along with the assets of the 
oligarchs close to Putin. 

And then there is NATO, which remains Western 
imperialism’s main military club. Since the fall of 
the former Soviet Union and despite promises 
made by then U.S. President George H.W. Bush 
in 1991, NATO has been engaged in continual 
expansion to the east, encompassing: Poland, the 

Czech Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Albania, 
Croatia, Montenegro and North Macedonia. 
Despite his dreams of a greater Russian empire 
and accompanying verbal threats, it is highly 
unlikely Putin will want to directly challenge NATO.

The vain hope for solid BRICS to 
undergird global rebalancing

Against renewed Western neoliberalism and 
Putin’s nostalgia for empire, another ideology is 
evident, especially in South Africa: Third Worldism. 
This refers to some version of the unity of 
militant voices from leading states in the Global 
South, such as was heard at the 1955 Afro-Asian 
meeting in Bandung, Indonesia. This nostalgia was 
especially important during the 2010s, when the 
Latin American Pink Tide of centre-left and also 
genuinely-left social and then political movements 
began to ebb. 

During that time, a view emerged in some 
sections of the global left, that instead, the 
Bandung spirit would be found within the Brazil-
Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) bloc of 
countries. The BRICS, after all, were seemingly 
reconfiguring their semi-peripheral locations into 
a position of power. Though fluid, the realities of 
global uneven development prevented all but a 
few well-managed and super-exploitative of these 
economies (notably in East Asia), from advancing 
to the per capita income levels and technological 
prowess of the West.

Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Western 
powers have sought to ignore the BRICS alliance, 
hoping all countries will join the financial, trade, 
investment and targeted-elite sanctions against 
Putin’s Russia. Regardless, all these leaders 

partially coexist within the kind of globalised, 
corporate-integrated system of mutual self-interest 
that was meant to prevent precisely these kinds of 
conflicts. 

Just as strong as such capitalist logic though, 
is the conflict-riddled territorial logic, one in which 
Putin’s regional geographical ambitions loom 
large. The same can be said of China’s territorial 
interests in the South China Sea and in relation 
to Taiwan and Hong Kong. At the same time, 
the BRICS’ mortar is obviously crumbling, as 
evidenced in the several bizarre Chinese-Indian 
Himalayan border battles since 2017. 

To fuse far-right leadership of India (Narendra 
Modi) and Brazil (Jair Bolsonaro) with Cyril 
Ramaphosa’s centre-right neoliberal-democratic 
values, and the authoritarianism of Putin and Xi, is 
a recipe for a club whose key leaders are moving 
in very different directions. And that incoherence 
may be useful if we instead desire a solution not 
crafted in imperial/sub-imperial peace negotiations 
at some stage, but rather to provide sufficient 
power to Ukrainians to withstand occupation, and 
to Russian anti-war activists and others in the 
working-class aiming to end Putin’s tyranny. 

Some means of generating a BRICS-from-below 
reaction will likely be necessary now that Putin 
has gone so far beyond the bounds of ordinary 
sub-imperial aggression. If matters deteriorate 
then South Africa’s anti-war and social/ecological/
economic justice activists will have to take 
sides to defend their logical allies abroad, more 
forcefully than Ramaphosa does as a traditional 
Putin ally, and as the smallest and least persuasive 
member of BRICS.

**Patrick Bond teaches at the University of 
Johannesburg Department of Sociology.

Issues of mental health needs to 

be placed high on the agenda of 

progressive movements as an integral 

part of feminising these movements.

by Patrick Bond**
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The main reason for the strike is that Clover SA 
and its Israeli-based owner, the Central Bottling 
Company (CBC) launched a major offensive against 
the livelihoods of workers. The company set itself 
the target of reducing labour costs by R300 million 
per annum as a means of restoring its required 
level of profitability and return on investment. To 
achieve this objective, thousands of workers have 
been thrown into the unemployment pit; at the end 
of July 2021, 860 workers were retrenched and at 
the end of November another 874 were retrenched. 
Another 821 could lose their jobs at the end of April 
2022. Other workers are bludgeoned into accepting 
salary/wage cuts of between 20% - 62% and salary 
freezes. 

Another set of workers are to be turned into over-
worked slaves through the unilateral imposition 
of a compressed working week of 12 hour daily 
shifts, the imposition of extra workloads with the 

scrapping of the two-delivery van assistants and 
one driver operational system; the imposition of a 
permanent state of short-time where the utilization 
of workers is to be dictated by the demands of 
the market – generating a severe level of job and 
income insecurity with no guaranteed working 
hours and income.

The workers are not the only ones at the 
receiving end of this brutal pursuit of profits. Many 
small towns like Lichtenburg in the Northwest as 
well as Heilbron and Frankfort in the Free State are 
going to be impacted negatively with the closure 
of Clover branches. As part of its restructuring 
strategy, Clover is shutting down its in-land 
facilities and moving them to the coastal areas. As 
a result, the local economies of these small towns 
are being devastated, with many farmers and 
farmer workers already feeling the brunt.  With the 
closing of its facilities Clover has also terminated 

its milk supply contracts with the local farmers and 
the latter in turn are abandoning farms and cutting 
jobs. 

The driving force behind Clover is the Israeli-
based CBC; both of these companies are soaked 
in the exploitation and oppression of the working 
class. Clover SA, formed by a group of white 
farmers in the Natal Midlands in the late 1800s, 
is a product of colonialism. The colonial Clover 
has now linked up with another colonial partner in 
the form of CBC. For its part, the CBC operates in 
the occupied territories of Palestine, has a brutal 
record of violation of human rights and is a major 
sponsor of the occupying Israeli Defence Force. 
The struggle of the Clover workers, in particular, 
and that of the broader working class, is now 
inextricably link with the liberation struggle of the 
masses of Palestine. We are facing one enemy. 

The present onslaught of the Clover bosses 
against the workers is part of a general strategy 
of the ruling class to make the working class the 
scape-goat for the unceasing economic crisis of 
capitalism. In South Africa the capitalists argue 
that levels of profitability are too low to make 
meaningful investments, and hence we have seen 
a deliberate investment strike on the part of the 
holders of capital. Not surprisingly, speculation and 
the pursuit of profit are the preferred options for 
the capitalists. 

For the ruling class the main obstacle to 
increasing profitability is the employed working 

class, its levels of wages/salaries, its hard-won 
rights and gains of the past decades. For them  
employed workers are too many, too expensive 
and inflexible and as such, they demand that 
employed workers accept cuts in jobs, wages/
salaries, the downward variation of conditions 
and longer working hours. These are the practical 
consequences of the structural reforms and the 
austerity programme of the ANC government, 
which are undertaken to create the conditions for 
the capitalists to maximize profits. 

The workers of Clover/CBC are not willing to 
accept sacrifices in order to restore the wealth 
and riches of a small minority. Even though the 
strike is taking place at a time when the working 
class movement is not at its strongest and many 
organisations are weak it can, alongside the 
solidarity support of other sections of the working 
class, contribute to the rebuilding of the working 
class movement. Only when the working class 
is united and organised in its movement and 
struggles can the bosses and their political agents 
be defeated.

The demands of the strikers are clear:

1.  The unconditional re-instatement of all 
retrenched workers

2.  The scrapping of all austerity measures including 
salary cuts and freezes

3. The disinvestment of CBC.

by the General & Industrial Workers Union of South Africa (GIWUSA)

THE CLOVER STRIKE:
FOUR MONTHS LONG AND GOING STRONG
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MY STRUGGLE

The struggle of the Clover workers, 

in particular, and that of the 
broader working class, is now 

inextricably link with the liberation 

struggle of the masses of Palestine.

On 22nd November 2021 close to 5 000 members of the General Industries 
Workers Union (GIWUSA) and the Food and Allied Workers Union (FAWU) 
went on strike at Clover SA (the country’s largest dairy company) in 
defence of their jobs, salaries and working conditions. At the time of 
writing, the strike will have entered its fourth month and yet the strikers 
are still determined and resolute. This determination of the workers 
resides in the fact that they are not only fighting to defend their jobs and 
income but also to protect the future of the next generation of workers.
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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.
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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.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU
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Guernica Sharpeville Shatilla Gaza 
Horror is all around us
Death destruction mashed corpses
it is all around us: commonplace Astonishingly humanity erupts
such virulent excesses against humanity 
there is no limit to our ingenuity in the service of torture carnage Astonishingly too we have wells of pity mercy goodness; 
we can find ways to heal wounds
devices to repair injury:
Miraculously, somewhere, we have compassion

Tragic that bombs now reign supreme
evacuate, leave for safety
but not all can get on the busses
Outside
tv stations and nations come in solidarity
Refugees welcome
The signs read
The literate students and the workers
Africans and Asians and others of the darker shade of human
get shoved and told to go their place
at the back of the line
or simply
GO “HOME”
ALL refugees welcome?
Maybe
but Africans and Asians have read between the lines
some refugees are more deserving than others




