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One million rely on loans this Christmas  
Ben Gliniecki 18 December 2013  
 
Christmas and New Year is traditionally a time for celebration and the 
strengthening of relationships with friends and family. That such warmth 
between people is rare enough to be termed the “magic” of Christmas says 
a lot about the alienation of people from their own communities in their 
day-to-day existence under capitalism. 
 
The bosses, unsatisfied with the year’s work so far - which has seen hikes 
in energy prices, food banks opening at a rate of three per week, attacks 
on unions and students, and the demonisation and barbaric attacks on 
benefit claimants - see the Christmas celebrations as a chance to tighten 
the screws even further on the working class. 
 
Under capitalism, spreading the “Christmas spirit” doesn’t come cheap. 
When wages are stagnating at an average of 8% lower than what they were 
in 2008, while the cost of food, heating, transport and other basic 
necessities is rising, many families’ mince pies will be leaving an 
unpleasant aftertaste of financial worries. 
 
According to the Money Advice Service around one million Britons will be 
using payday loans to cover the cost of Christmas. 18 million people are 
worried about how to afford the cost of Christmas, while 17 million expect 
to begin the new year in debt. 
 
Companies such as Wonga are rubbing their hands with glee at these 
figures. A typical payday loan carries interest of around 2,300% per year, 
meaning that the £487 that each individual is predicted to fork out over 
Christmas this year, if covered by a payday loan that is paid off at the end 
of January, will bring total repayments of almost £1,000. It’s no wonder 
that a whole cluster of specialised “Christmas payday loan” companies 
have appeared towards the end of the year, while banks such as Barclays 
are specifically researching the best ways to break into the short-term 
high-interest loan market as quickly as possible. 
 
Citizens Advice and MoneySavingExpert have both recently pointed to the 
epidemic of irresponsible advertising by payday lenders. According to 
Ofcom, in the last four years the number of children who have seen 
adverts for payday loans has increased by 20,000%. Companies like Wonga 
and Cash Lady deliberately target children with adverts that include 
catchy jingles, cartoon characters and celebrities. Research by 
MoneySavingExpert suggests that one in seven parents have been nagged 
by their under-10s to take out a payday loan after having refused to buy 
the kids something. A number of payday lenders have recently had adverts 
banned by the Advertising Standards Agency for being misleading over the 
repercussions for failure to pay the money back. 
 
The CEO of Citizens Advice said “Payday lenders are unashamedly and 
irresponsibly using adverts to prey on poorer households in a bid to 
capitalise on the cost of living crisis. Payday lenders should not be 
targeting children and teenagers with adverts...The ads draw a veil over 
the hardships caused by payday loans”. 
 
Those hardships can be crippling, with some of these loans carrying 



interest rates of up to 5000% per year. Including mortgage repayments, the 
average amount of money owed to banks, payday lenders and other 
parasites by British adults is £28,630 per person, which is 116% of average 
earnings. The insecurity and stress of debt is stomach-churning, and yet 
this is what capitalism inflicts upon a growing number of people with 
increasing intensity every day. 
 
Far from being killed off by the cold weather, Christmas is a time when 
the most unscrupulous parasites that capitalism produces do their best to 
leach off society. Advertising companies rake in millions of pounds for 
producing syrupy campaigns whose not-so-subtle message is that Christmas 
is all about spending money. Payday lenders follow this up with offers of 
quick and easy money whose rate of interest is buried in the small print. 
The government meanwhile claims the credit for recovery in the retail 
sector, whilst patronisingly lecturing workers on the foolishness of getting 
into debt. These people make money out of money and contribute nothing 
to the development of the forces of economic production. 
 
What this circus of Christmas capitalism makes clear is that the wintery 
fog of profit-driven competition leaves the bosses unable to see further 
than the end of their own noses. Simply lending money to workers at 
extortionate interest rates to cover the cost of Christmas does not 
overcome the contradiction that workers are not paid enough to buy the 
goods that capitalism creates. In fact no measure taken under capitalism 
can overcome this contradiction - it is inherent to the system. 
 
This is why debt was built up to such incredible levels before the crash of 
2008. The crash happened because, when the only way to keep the 
capitalist economy going is by getting people and governments into deeper 
and deeper debt, there inevitably comes a point when everyone realises 
that no one is ever going to be able to pay this money back. The Emperor 
is revealed to have no clothes and everything comes crashing down. 
 
Politicians and bankers like to talk about how they’ve learned the lessons 
from the crash, but this is nonsense. The only lesson to be learnt is that 
the accumulation of unrepayable debts is inevitable under capitalism. To 
avoid crisis we must overthrow capitalism. This is not a lesson the 
politicians and bankers are willing to learn. In fact, they are merrily doing 
their best to re-establish the credit bubbles and dodgy debts that got us 
into this mess in the first place. The government is lending students the 
money for tuition fees, most of which will never be paid back. The 
government is underwriting mortgages so that the banks can lend more 
money to people less likely to be able to pay it back. And it’s no surprise 
to find that 62% of payday loans are granted without first checking 
whether the borrower is able to repay it. 
 
As payday lenders seem to be targeting children to groom a new 
generation of debtors, the future for the youth under capitalism seems as 
bleak as the winter weather. But as Marxists we can start the new year 
with optimism. The ideas of Marxism are spreading, and every day more 
people look to socialist solutions for their problems. Taking the banks into 
public ownership under democratic workers control would give us the 
power to provide people with cheap credit. Doing the same with the 
energy companies and big business would bring down the cost of 
necessities thus melting away the need for debt. We could plan the 
economy on a rational basis, for need and not for profit. It is this red 
flame of Marxist ideas which will thaw the biting frost of capitalism and 
clear the way for the flowering of a socialist spring. 
www.marxist.com 



 

Mandela memorial: Booing crowd embarrasses Zuma, frightens the bourgeoisie
 

 
 

 
 

Ben Morken 14 December 2013  
 
The Nelson Mandela national memorial day turned out horribly wrong for 
the bourgeoisie, the ANC, and President Jacob Zuma as the masses 
completely upset the applecart and took center-stage. Around 90 heads of 
state, presidents, prime ministers, kings, business tycoons and foreign 
dignitaries from all over the world came to attend the memorial service of 
former president Nelson Mandela. But these "respectable people" came 
face to face with a defiant, emotional and raucous proletarian crowd of 
over 60,000 at the FNB stadium in Soweto. The result was a massive 
embarrassment for these "respectable people" and especially for President 
Zuma who was booed amidst an outpouring of raw emotion by the masses. 
 
The memorial event for Nelson Mandela was supposed to be a showpiece 
event for Zuma and his government. It was supposed to bring together 
people from all walks of life in a spirit of unity to say good-bye to Nelson 
Mandela in front of the whole world. Everybody was supposed to put aside 
their differences and show that South Africa was still the "Rainbow 
Nation". Instead, the masses let the rich and powerful know exactly what 
their true feelings were. The first person they turned on was President 
Zuma.  
 
Jacob Zuma in 2008The massive crowd started booing and jeering loudly as 
President Zuma entered the giant stadium. The jeering and chanting 
eventually died down only to resume each time Zuma was shown on the 
big television screen. This prompted the organisers to stop showing the 
President's image on the big screen and to switch off the screen for a 
while. But this could not last and after US President Obama spoke, the ANC 
Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa had to make a plea for "discipline" from 
the crowd by invoking the legacy of Nelson Mandela. But even as he was 
pleading with the crowd, the volume of jeering and whistling would 
increased in an act of defiance. 
 
Some in the crowd accompanied the booing and jeering with thumbs-down 
gestures and rotating hand gestures, frequently seen at football games in 
South Africa when fans want to see a substitute to be made. The President 
was completely stunned by this. He is usually a very juvenile character, 
but this time round he wore a stony expression. 
 
The complete irony is that those who were booing Zuma were clearly ANC 
supporters who were singing ANC songs of struggle. These were working 
class people who form the mass base of the ANC. At present the President 
is involved in a series of personal scandals and is a firm supporter of 
capitalist policies like the National Development Plan. 
 
One of the scandals is that it is alleged that more than R200 million of tax 
payers’ money was used to upgrade the private residence of the President. 
This is happening in a country which has a chronic shortage of housing for 
millions of poor people. Just in the last 3 months he has signedinto law 
bills like the Transport Laws and Related Matters amendment bill, and the 
Youth Wage Subsidies bill, etc, against the expressed wishes of the masses, 
in a bid to appease the bourgeoisie. On Tuesday, in front of the whole 
world, the working masses let himknow how they feel. 
 
At first the President's protectors called this jeering "an orchestrated 



event". Some even blamed supporters of the newly-formed Economic 
Freedom Fighters, which is a political party that has recently been formed 
by expelled ANC Youth League members. But that argument soon fell flat 
on its face when it was so obvious that the protesters were ANC 
supporters. 
 
The ANC later condemned the behaviour of the people who booed during 
the memorial service. Spokesperson for the ANC, Jackson Mthembu said: 
"Some amongst the mourners displayed despicable and unbecoming 
behaviour by repeatedly heckling Comrade President Zuma. This is a 
period of mourning. None amongst us should use this solemn moment to 
disrespect anyone amongst us, whatever their personal views and 
grievances." 
 
Mtembu's views were the opposite of the workers in the crowd. Terror 
Moloi, a laundry worker from Soweto interviewed at the stadium, said: "He 
(Zuma) only favours his own friends. He is not following Mandela's path. He 
has abandoned the values of Mandela."  
 
Another worker, Funeka Gingcara-Sithole, expressed the same sentiment: 
"Mandela had a vision, Mandela lived that vision. But what Zuma speaks, he 
does not live. He should do the honourable thing and resign." These are 
the authentic voices of the working class in South Africa. 
 
The crowd did not limit their disdain to President Zuma. There were 
countless times when they started to sing freedom songs while the various 
world leaders were addressing them. This shows the amount of disdain 
that the masses have for the “rulers”. These people were so detached 
from the crowd that they stood around sheepishly, not knowing how to 
speak to a proletarian crowd. 
 
But whatever Jackson Mtembu and his like says, the truth is that this is the 
result of two decades of frustration, anger and hopelessness and a lack of 
improving living standards, coming together in a potent mix with the grief 
of the death of Nelson Mandela. Some, like Archbishop Desmond Tutu, said 
it is not what Nelson Mandela would have wanted. He is wrong. He is 
referring to the caricature of Mandela that the media has carefully 
cultivated over the last 20 years. In 1994, speaking at a congress of the 
mighty trade union federation, Cosatu, Mandela said: "If the ANC do to you 
what Apartheid did to you, then you must do to the ANC what you did to 
Apartheid." Those are the words of the militant Mandela. 
 
At the time of Mandela's death we wrote the following: "No doubt the 
bourgeoisie will invoke Nelson Mandela’s legacy of "national reconciliation" 
and "national unity" at the time of his passing. The aim is clear: try and 
hold the masses back; block their path to genuine emancipation. However, 
this will not be easy and can only be short-lived. "These words were 
written just four days before Tuesday's events! 
 
The masses were the heart and soul of the memorial service. The 
politicians, the imperialists and bourgeoisie were looking the proletarian 
masses in the face, and they hated what they saw. We have often said how 
militant and outspoken the South African working class are. On Tuesday, 
the ruling classes from all over the world saw it with their own eyes.  
 
The Marxists will not join the hypocrites who are condemning the masses 
about "despicable and unbecoming behaviour". We salute the working 
masses at the FNB stadium for standing up for themselves and for letting 
their rulers know exactly how they feel. What is despicable is the 
behaviour and complete hypocrisy of the leaders of countries like the USA 



who hold millions of people in capitalist bondage, while enriching the 
rulers even further, and yet eulogize Nelson Mandela. 
 
In the days following the memorial service, Mandela's body will lay in state 
in Pretoria before his funeral on Sunday 14 December. But whatever 
happens now, the working masses have shown that they are ready to fight. 
They have declared this in front of the whole world. 
 
As far back as 1998, Ted Grant and Alan Woods wrote about this process 
unfolding. In a document called Marxism and Imperialism: The Third World 
in Crisis, they wrote: 
 
"We should not underestimate the effect of the conceding of some 
democratic rights amongst the black population. Inevitably, at the 
beginning, there were some illusions. The concession of some things like 
electricity and clean water in the townships, in particular, will be seen by 
the blacks as a major advance. But the hopes placed in the ANC leaders by 
the masses far exceed such concessions. The black workers and especially 
the youth have grown increasingly angry at the conduct of the ANC 
leaders. After generations of what amounted to slavery, the mass of black 
South Africans aspire to real equality and civilised conditions of existence. 
For the masses the question of democracy is always a concrete question, 
linked to jobs, wages and housing. The ANC-led government introduced 
through the misnamed Growth, Employment and Redistribution plan 
(GEAR) a number of attacks on trade union rights, privatisation of the 
utilities, etc... 
 
"We can see that already happening. There is a growing discontent within 
the ANC rank and file and the unions about this government and the way a 
new black elite has joined the white bourgeoisie leaving the majority of 
the black population still living in conditions of poverty." 
 
Those words could have been written today. The task now is to bring the 
genuine ideas of Marxism to these mass organizations. 
www.marxist.com 

 

New figures reveal growing concentration of wealth in the hands of the few
 

 
 

 
 

Ben Gliniecki 10 December 2013  
 
Class struggle is alive and kicking, and it’s the working class that’s getting 
kicked. The Economist reports that in the four years leading up to 2012 
wages in the USA grew at just 2.1% per year, whereas in the four years 
prior to that the figure was 3.4% per year. 
 
Modern economics sells us the line that the ratio between the share of GDP 
going to labour and that going to capital always remains constant. That 
way, any increase in the boss’s profits equals a corresponding increase in 
the workers’ wages. Leaving to one side for a moment the obvious 
question – why do the bosses get a share of GDP at all when it’s the 
workers who actually produce the wealth? – we should examine first 
whether what today’s mainstream economists tell us is actually true. 
 
The figures for the last eight years, quoted above, suggest that this 
constant ratio is a myth. In fact the figures for the last 30 years, let alone 
the last eight, also point in that direction. In OECD countries the early 
1990s saw workers taking 66% of GDP in the form of wages, while that 



figure had fallen to 62% by the early 2000s. In the late 1970s the labour 
share of GDP stood at 75% in Spain, and 80% in France – that figure too has 
since taken a severe tumble. In the USA, the last 30 years has seen a 
reduction from 70% to 64% of GDP taken by wages. Meanwhile Norway and 
Sweden, held up as models of “responsible” capitalism, have seen labour’s 
share fall from 64% to 55% of GDP and 74% to 65% of GDP respectively since 
the 1980s. So why is it that modern economics still accepts as correct 
ideas that can’t be squared with the facts? 
 
It’s common to see bourgeois economists desperately clinging to theories 
that have long ago been scuppered by economic fact. In many ways it is 
not surprising because many of these academics and strategists will have 
built a career through parroting the idea that the share of GDP to labour 
and capital remains constant. Michael Joffe, professor of Economics at 
Imperial College, London has recently raised this point, and the UK 
Treasury is to host a conference to discuss the crisis in modern Economics 
teaching that sees students taught theories that are known to be false. 
Joffe explained that “there is a lot that is taught on economics courses 
that bears little relation to the real world” and pointed out that many 
people would like other economic theories to be taught at universities that 
explain the economy better than the neo-liberalism that currently 
dominates syllabuses. One suggestion he mentions is of course the theories 
of Karl Marx. 
 
This begins to bring us towards an answer as to why modern economists 
allow themselves to be blindly guided by a false theory. To accept that the 
division of GDP between labour and capital is not a permanently fixed 
ratio is to accept that it can be moved and changed, and such movement 
would primarily be caused by pressure from either capital or labour. In 
other words the facts prove that Marx’s understanding of society as being 
divided into economic classes, each struggling for a larger share of 
society’s wealth, is the correct way to interpret the modern capitalist 
world. 
 
Marx points out that wages and profit are closely interlinked because they 
are both paid out of the same pot – the nation’s GDP. This means that for a 
boss to increase his profit, the workers must lose out on wages, and vice 
versa. It’s not possible to increase profits without decreasing wages, and 
it’s not possible to increase wages without decreasing profit. The GDP of a 
country, in essence, reflects the limited amount of wealth to be shared 
out between the classes. 
 
Both classes therefore struggle with each other for a larger slice of the 
pie. The bourgeoisie, pushed by their constant hunt for profit and their 
own internal competition, will always attempt to expand their share. This 
can be done through direct attacks on wages or by cutting welfare, 
increasing wages below the inflation rate etc. The workers on the other 
hand, have an interest in struggling to defend and expand their position in 
the face of constant attacks of the Bourgeoisie. The result is trade unions 
and workers’ movements that fight for the minimum/living wage etc, and 
bosses who fight for less regulation of employment conditions, and smaller 
pay increases. As long as the main levers of power in society, that is the 
state and the commanding heights of the economy, are under the control 
of the bosses they will use these in order to enforce their will in the long 
run. 
 
The Economist admits that the bosses, pushed by internal competition, are 
desperate to drive down wages to make bigger profits. It highlights 
businesses turning to cheaper and less regulated labour in the developing 
world as a method for raking in higher profits and putting pressure on 



workers in developed countries to accept a lower wage. It also points to 
developments in technology and innovation as automating huge numbers of 
jobs – both mental and physical – thus leaving correspondingly huge 
numbers without work or with a lower wage. It mentions the fact that 
trade unions have lost a lot of the power that they once had 30-40 years 
ago, a direct result of the sustained attacks on unions by the bourgeois 
state and media over that period. The result is that “economic power has 
shifted in favour of capital, and away from labour”. 
 
Paradoxically, this isn’t all good news for the capitalists. By pursuing ever 
greater profits they inevitably drive down wages through automation and 
by accessing to new sources of cheap labour on the world market. The 
problem is that wages also make up the demand which keeps businesses 
afloat. With less money in the pockets of wage-earners, fewer 
commodities can be purchased and so less profit can be made. The race 
for profits leaves the capitalists with a huge crisis – just like the one we 
are living through today. 
 
And yet this contradiction at the heart of capitalism can never be 
resolved. The short-sightedness of capitalists trying to make as much 
money as possible out of each investment with no thought for the future is 
a fundamental feature of the system. If one boss passes up an opportunity 
to make loads of money through greater exploitation of workers or the 
environment, another boss would seize the chance to make the profit and 
put his competitor out of business. This is the nature of capitalist 
competition – the bourgeoisie cannot afford a long-term perspective. 
 
This shortsightedness is obvious amongst the British bourgeoisie. For 
example, for the first time in 25 years, a new nuclear power plant is being 
built in the UK, but no British capitalists have been willing to invest in it – 
it’s being built using French and Chinese capital. This isn’t because British 
capitalists can’t afford investment – they have £750bn uninvested in low 
interest bank accounts – it’s that they aren’t willing to invest in a project 
that will take a relatively long time and considerably more investment 
(nuclear power tends to be cost effective only with lots of power plants) to 
yield big returns. British capitalists don’t want to wait that long. 
 
We have pointed out elsewhere that levels of investment in the UK have 
been streaks behind those in other countries. Rather than invest in 
production British capitalists would sack workers, attack their pay and 
conditions and instead spend their money on speculation and other sources 
of short term gains. This accounts for the present recovery in British GDP 
growth, despite the continued cuts to actual production, the public sector 
and wages as a percentage of GDP. Although British capitalism is a 
particularly stark example of the short-sightedness of capitalism, the 
global crisis that is dragging on attests to the fact that every capitalist 
nation to one degree or another is suffering from the same disease that 
cuts wages (and therefore demand) in the interests of profit. 
 
That this is an insoluble contradiction of capitalism is proved by the 
Economist’s feeble suggestions for a solution to this problem. One idea is 
increased privatisation of public services so that capitalists can make even 
more profit which would be distributed to shareholders thus giving more 
people more money. It’s true that privatisation often brings profit to the 
new private owners and those rich enough to afford shares in the business, 
but it is also true that privatisation also brings worse wages and conditions 
for the employees of the newly privatised business. The correlation 
between these two things is not a coincidence. The reason why private 
ownership of businesses increases profit is because these owners force 
down the wages of all the workers in order to pay the handful of people at 



the top. Increased privatisation exposes even more of the economy to this 
fatal contradiction – it makes the problem worse, not better. 
 
Another suggestion is to offer improved education and training so that 
people who lose low-skilled jobs to machinery or cheaper labour can 
instead get a job as a higher-skilled (and therefore higher paid) worker. 
This highlights another angle of the contradiction that cripples capitalism. 
If a capitalist were to invest in the education and training of highly-skilled 
workers he would be able to increase productivity, design new products 
and machinery and boost his productive capacity overall. This, after all, is 
the point of any investment in a business. So why aren’t capitalists doing 
as The Economist suggests? The question they should be asking is: Why 
bother investing in the raising of productivity when there is no market to 
sell the goods? The current sackings and closures (or “restructuring” as the 
bourgeois call it) are testament to the fact that the bosses are desperately 
trying to produce less in order to maintain their profits, this means that 
they have less incentive to invest in producing more. 
 
The impoverishment of the masses and the concentration of wealth and 
capital in the hands of a small minority is a law of Capitalism and as long 
as the right of private ownership to the means of production exists this 
process will prevail. This was brilliantly explained by Marx more than 160 
years ago when Capitalism was still in its infancy: 
 
“Hitherto, every form of society has been based, as we have already seen, 
on the antagonism of oppressing and oppressed classes. But in order to 
oppress a class, certain conditions must be assured to it under which it 
can, at least, continue its slavish existence. The serf, in the period of 
serfdom, raised himself to membership in the commune, just as the petty 
bourgeois, under the yoke of the feudal absolutism, managed to develop 
into a bourgeois. The modern labourer, on the contrary, instead of rising 
with the process of industry, sinks deeper and deeper below the conditions 
of existence of his own class. He becomes a pauper, and pauperism 
develops more rapidly than population and wealth. And here it becomes 
evident, that the bourgeoisie is unfit any longer to be the ruling class in 
society, and to impose its conditions of existence upon society as an over-
riding law. It is unfit to rule because it is incompetent to assure an 
existence to its slave within his slavery, because it cannot help letting him 
sink into such a state, that it has to feed him, instead of being fed by him. 
Society can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in other words, its 
existence is no longer compatible with society.“ - Communist Manifesto 
 
Capitalism has developed to a point where technology and globalisation, 
phenomena that have the potential to improve the lives of all people 
hundreds of times over, are actually making the lives of wage-earners 
worse. It has reached a stage where we have the capacity to educate and 
train people, produce and build everything we need, and give everyone a 
decent standard of living. But we’re not able to realise this potential 
because of the inherent constraints that the Capitalist system puts on the 
development of human society. This is the meaning of the rule of the 
bourgeoisie. And this is why the boot needs to be moved onto the other 
foot – it is only through irreconcilable struggle against this rule that we can 
address these problems. 
 
To do so we should take Michael Joffe’s advice and look at Marx’s theories 
for that which capitalist economics is unable to provide – an explanation of 
the economy and a solution to falling wages and economic crisis. Marx 
points out that all commodities derive their value from the human labour 
that goes into producing them. This means that the wealth in society, i.e. 
GDP, is produced entirely by the working class. The fact that, under 



capitalism, a percentage of this wealth goes to profits for the bosses 
means that working class is not being paid the full value of the goods that 
it produces. Capitalism’s coercion of workers to spend a percentage of the 
working day doing unpaid labour is the essence of Capitalist exploitation. 
The fact that this percentage of unpaid labour is increasing indicates 
intensifying exploitation. 
 
To unlock the full potential of what humanity can achieve, these parasitic 
bosses must be cast aside and working class given full control of the 
wealth that they produce. Investment would then no longer be stopped 
because it didn’t make money for a tiny handful – it could take place on 
the basis of serving the needs of the vast majority. The bourgeois would 
then no longer be able to cream enormous profits off the labour of the 
workers at the expense of their wages and conditions. Investment and 
production could be planned with a long term perspective instead of 
frantic short-sightedness. Globalisation and technology would mean 
progress instead of misery. In short, the contradictions of capitalism would 
disappear and the enormous potential of human production and 
development would be set free from its fetters. 
 
However, the classes into which capitalism divides society – the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat – have irreconcilably opposed interests. 
The rule of the capitalists means the misery of the workers, while the 
victory of the workers would mean the total destruction of the capitalist 
system. There is no room for agreement, only struggle until the end. This 
fact is recognised by the bourgeois who use every tactic they can to attack 
the workers. The bosses seek to divide the working class, employed against 
unemployed, public sector against private sector, men against women, 
natives against foreigners etc. A divided class enemy is a weak class 
enemy. They bribe the leaders of the working class struggle, while 
undermining the ability of the workers to fight back using anti-trade union 
legislation, anti-working class media campaigns and in some cases, as 
proved by the Orgreave scandal, police brutality and outright lies. 
 
But the fighting isn’t one sided. The reason the bourgeois fight so hard 
against the working class is because they know how powerful an organised 
workers’ movement can be. Strikes, occupations and revolutions are 
illustrations of workers attempting to take control of the wealth that they 
produce and leaving the bosses powerless in the face of the numerical and 
economic strength of a militant, class conscious movement. If the class 
struggle is to be resolved in favour of working class and the contradictions 
of capitalism swept away by socialist revolution, it is these methods we 
need to adopt. 
 
As Marx explained in the Communist Manifesto, the constant 
intensification of the exploitation of the working class under Capitalism 
will equally intensify class struggle and prepare for the downfall of the 
system itself: 
 
“The essential conditions for the existence and for the sway of the 
bourgeois class is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition 
for capital is wage-labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on competition 
between the labourers. The advance of industry, whose involuntary 
promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to 
competition, by the revolutionary combination, due to association. The 
development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the 
very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates 
products. What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own 
grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally 
inevitable.” 



 
Under capitalism, wages will continue to fall, profits will continue to rise 
and society will splinter more and more along class lines. Under such 
conditions, and under the pressure of global economic crisis, the class 
struggle will intensify. The attacks on workers signify that the bourgeois 
have already realised this, and the increase in union activity and activist 
movements signify that the working class are beginning to realise it too. 
This must be continued and pushed further. Marxists realise that there are 
no compromises under capitalism, neither we nor the bourgeois can afford 
to fight for half measures. To escape this crisis and the contradictions of 
the system, capitalists won’t hesitate to plunge society into barbaric living 
conditions. We must be equally resolute in our struggle against barbarism, 
and our demand for socialism. 
www.marxist.com 

 

Mandela Led Fight Against Apartheid, But Not Against Extreme Inequality 

 
 

 
 

Mandela deserves great credit for ending racial apartheid in South 
Africa, but his legacy includes the continuation of mass poverty 

 
Patrick Bond interviewed by Jaisal Noor on the Real News Network 9 December 2013 
 
JAISAL NOOR, TRNN PRODUCER: Nelson Mandela has passed away. The larger-then-life anti-
apartheid figure is leaving behind the legacy of being South Africa's first black president. Here to 
give us his perspective on his life is Patrick Bond.  
 
Patrick is the director of the center for civil society and a professor at the University of KwaZulu-
Natal in South Africa. 
 
Thank you for joining us, Patrick. 
 
BOND: Jaisal, the mood here in South Africa is terribly somber. This was the day that everyone 
knew would come. And in the last few months Mandela's been in hospital four times. But it's hard to 
come to grips with the loss of someone who has ruled in a moral and spiritual way just as much as 
in a political way in his first five years as the president of the Democratic South Africa in 1994 to 
'99. Prior to that, Mandela prepared the country for democracy.  
 
He was released in February 1990 after 27 years in jail, and he skillfully maneuvered the 
negotiations so that at least political democracy, one person, one vote in the unitary state was 
one, whereas the prior rulers, the Afrikaner Nationalist Party, had tried all manner of gimmicks--
Jim Crow laws and property-based voting--and had done their best to weaken ANC, also through 
slaughtering thousands of ANC activists in the period between 1990 and '94. Mandela drove through 
negotiations, occasionally breaking them off, and showed the stature of someone who could forgive 
on a personal level, arrange the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and also inspired the nation 
to do an extraordinary job of transiting from racial apartheid to a more normal democracy, albeit 
one with worsening inequality, worsening unemployment, worsening ecological conditions. And 
these too will be part of Mandela's legacy. 
 
NOOR: And, Patrick, can you talk more about this economic legacy that the African National 
Congress has left behind? 
 
BOND: Yes. Well, the African National Congress will probably rule, thanks to how strong Mandela 
put together the coalition in 1994, for many years. It may be that in 2019 they face their first 
electoral challenge, and that will come because of policies that were adopted during Mandela's 
time. I happened to work in his office twice, '94 and '96, and saw these policies being pushed on 



Mandela by international finance and domestic business and a neoliberal conservative faction 
within his own party. And that faction's been outed when former minister of intelligence and 
minister of water Ronnie Kasrils, probably the country's greatest white revolutionary ever, has 
made a major confession in a new edition of his autobiography, Armed and dangerous, in which he 
says, we were absolutely incapable of dealing with the period of 1990 to '95, '96, in which the left 
agenda, and possibly a socialist current that had been strong when the Soviet Union was a major 
benefactor--and when in 1990 the Soviet Union fell away, it looked like, as Ronnie Kasrils has put 
it, the confidence of the left within ANC had completely collapsed. And that meant that many 
concessions were made that if one looks back at them perhaps needn't have been done. And that's 
why Kasril's statement does leave a shadow on Mandela's government. He basically says that as a 
ruler Mandela gave in way too much to rich people. So he replaced racial apartheid with class 
apartheid. 
 
NOOR: Patrick, can you tell us more about some of the details that Ronnie Kasrils has revealed in 
this writing? 
 
BOND: Yes, indeed. It was really about this critical period just before the 1994 elections, and it 
included an International Monetary Fund loan to the incoming government that was arranged as the 
outgoing one had a transitional executive committee. And that loan called for the standard 
structural adjustment conditions at just about the same time, late 1993, the final constitution was 
agreed upon that gives property rights extraordinary dominance and also gave the central bank, the 
South African Reserve Bank, insulation from democracy--in addition, an agreement to prepay the 
apartheid debt, which Mandela for so many years, in the spirit of sanctions, indeed hand-in-hand 
with Martin Luther King, calling in the early 1960s for the United Nations and big international 
corporations to pull out of South Africa. And yet, unfortunately, Mandela felt the need to repay the 
loans--$25 billion worth--that were coming due as he became president in 1994. He later bitterly 
remarked about those loans having set back the cause of delivering desperately needed services.  
 
And in all of that time, one saw the distinction between the radical Mandela, who had endorsed 
Marxism back in the 1950s, as particularly the Freedom Charter of 1955 called for the expropriation 
of the mines and banks and monopoly capital and their sharing for the people as a whole--. When 
Mandela came out of prison in 1990, he said, that is the policy of the ANC and a change in that 
policy is inconceivable. But it was only a few months later before--I certainly witnessed that in 
Johannesburg in that transition period, 1990 to '94--major compromises were made with big 
business. And big business basically said, we will get out of our relationship with the Afrikaner 
rulers if you let us keep, basically, our wealth intact and indeed to take the wealth abroad. And so 
exchange controls were relaxed very soon after Mandela took over. And just as he left office in 
1999, big businesses said, we now want to take our money out of here forever. So they relisted 
from the Johannesburg Stock Exchange to London, New York, and Australia. So this is the great 
tragedy of capital flight. Big business never really believed in Mandela, never truly invested in the 
country.  
 
And there were more symbolic victories, like the Rugby World Cup that was won with Mandela 
promoting especially the Afrikaans-dominated team. And that was to great symbolic effect, but 
didn't do much for delivering services and redistributing wealth. Our wealth redistribution was the 
second worst of major countries after Brazil, and now is much, much, much worse, is the worst 
major country in the world. A GINI coefficient that fell from about 0.56 to 0.67, meaning very, very 
extreme inequality, got much worse during Mandela's government. 
 
NOOR: And talk more about this inequality. It's quite remarkable that a people breaking the bonds 
of apartheid are now facing greater inequality than they faced during apartheid. 
 
BOND: Well, that's right. And in a book, The Shock Doctrine, Naomi Klein describes this quite well. I 
think she in a sense describes the shock and awe of winning a victory and many people believing 
that these great leaders like Mandela, many of his colleagues were not only as sophisticated in 
getting the democracy--one person, one vote--that was always demanded, but also that they would 
deliver the Reconstruction and Development Programme--the promise is about 150 pages. Soon 
thereafter, one of the other competing politicians, Gatsha Buthelezi, renamed this RDP--rumors, 
dreams, and promises. And, unfortunately, if you go through it, as I've done on commission from 
the African National Congress and audited that RDP, it was really only the more conservative 



elements that Mandela allowed to push through. His first major interview, for example, he said 
nationalization is not in the RDP. In fact, it is there on page 80. So this was one of the small 
indications that Mandela didn't really have the agenda of redistribution. He wanted to manage a 
very tumultuous society where white Afrikaners, especially the generals in the army, did pose a 
major threat and where white business seemed to be, in the conditions of neoliberalism of the 
1990s (with no other opposing force on the left in the world to work with), quite dominant, and 
pleasing big business was really the order of the day. 
 
NOOR: Now, what are South Africans doing today to challenge the corporate grip on their 
government, on their economic policies? And what proposals are being discussed to decrease this 
continuing inequality? 
 
BOND: Well, I've been spending a little bit of time with the trade unions in Johannesburg. Their 
leaders, like ['zwE.l@n.zi.m@.'vA.vi], considered the most powerful left leader in the country, have 
not been in the least intimidated by the African National Congress's continuing neoliberal policies, 
and they continue to oppose them very vocally. In addition, the protests that continue at the 
grassroots level at probably about the highest rate per person in the world have typically demanded 
access to services--water and electricity, decent housing, and clinics for better medical care, and 
better schools, recreational facilities, waste removal. And these protests, they often pop up, and 
they fall back down.  
 
But you do get a sense being in this country for even a short amount of time that whether it was 
Nelson Mandela encouraging people to exercise their democratic muscles or just that pent-up 
demand that during the 1980s, when widespread resistance to apartheid intensified and a 
honeymoon of a small degree with Mandela nevertheless leading to widespread discontent at this 
state of affairs, where public policy is much more pro-banker than pro-people. And I suspect these 
will continue.  
 
And maybe without Mandela's overarching symbolic power and the glue that he represented in 
keeping this very diverse alliance within the African National Congress together, with that era now 
passed it may not be too long before the long-predicted split between the different factions of the 
ANC occurs, with somewhat corrupt and nationalist and Zulu ethnic faction currently in power 
continuing and more left-wing trade unions dropping out. In 2008, a similar split occurred when 
those close to Thabo Mbeki dropped out, and they got about 9 percent of the vote in the next year's 
election. And it may well be that not in the 2014 but in the 2019 election, whoever is Jacob Zuma's 
successor will face quite a challenge and the aura of claiming Mandela's mantle will continue. That 
mantle, by the way, has been even claimed by the center-right party, the Democratic Alliance.  
 
And I think everyone is mourning. There's no question that this is a great tragedy, the death of a 
founder of a nation. And yet I think South Africans do a lot of behind-the-scenes negotiations as to 
what kind of new power bloc might emerge, and even a new party from Steve Biko's former 
partner, Mamphela Ramphele, called Agang, has just come up. And these are the sorts of things 
that make the situation fluid even though the African National Congress still commands about 60 
percent of the popular support. 
 
NOOR: Patrick Bond, thank you for joining us. 
 
BOND: Thank you. 
 
NOOR: And thank you for joining us on The Real News Network 
therealnews.com 
 
Patrick Bond is the Director of the Center for Civil Society and Professor at the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa. Bond is the author and editor of the recently released books, 
Politics of Climate Justice and Durban’s Climate Gamble. 

 
 

 

Nelson Mandela’s years in power: Was he pushed or did he jump? 



Patrick Bond 9 December 2013  

 

The death of Nelson Mandela, at age 95 on December 5, 2013, brings genuine sadness.  

 

As his health deteriorated over the past six months, many asked the more durable question: how 

did he change South Africa? Given how unsatisfactory life is for so many in society, the follow-up 

question is, how much room was there for Mandela to maneuver?  

 

South Africa now lurches from crisis to crisis, and so many of us are tempted to remember the 

Mandela years – especially the first democratic government – as fundamentally different from the 

crony-capitalist, corruption-riddled, brutally securitised, eco-destructive and anti-egalitarian 

regime we suffer now. But were the seeds of our present political weeds sown earlier? 

 

The critical decade was the 1990s, when Mandela was at the height of his power, having been 

released from jail in February 1990, taken the South African presidency in May 1994 and left office 

in June 1999. But it was in this period, alleges former Intelligence Minister Ronnie Kasrils, that “the 

battle for the soul of the African National Congress was lost to corporate power and influence… We 

readily accepted that devil’s pact and are damned in the process. It has bequeathed to our country 

an economy so tied in to the neoliberal global formula and market fundamentalism that there is 

very little room to alleviate the dire plight of the masses of our people.” [2]  

 

Given much more extreme inequality, much lower life expectancy, much higher unemployment, 

much worse vulnerability to world economic fluctuations, and much more rapid ecological decay 

during his presidency, how much can Mandela be blamed? Was he pushed, or did he jump? 

 

South Africa won its democracy in 1994. But regardless of the elimination of formal racism and the 

constitutional rhetoric of human rights, it has been a “choiceless democracy” in socio-economic 

policy terms and more broadly a “low-intensity democracy”, to borrow terms coined respectively 

by Thandika Mkandawire for Africa, and by Barry Gills and Joel Rocamora for many ex-

dictatorships.[3] Nelson Mandela’s South Africa fit a pattern: a series of formerly anti-authoritarian 

critics of old dictatorships – whether from rightwing or left-wing backgrounds – who transformed 

into 1980s-90s neoliberal rulers: Alfonsin (Argentina), Aquino (Philippines), Arafat (Palestine), 

Aristide (Haiti), Bhutto (Pakistan), Chiluba (Zambia), Dae Jung (South Korea), Havel (Czech 

Republic), Mandela (South Africa), Manley (Jamaica), Megawati (Indonesia), Mugabe (Zimbabwe), 

Museveni (Uganda), Nujoma (Namibia), Obasanjo (Nigeria), Ortega (Nicaragua), Perez (Venezuela), 

Rawlings (Ghana), Walesa (Poland) and Yeltsin (Russia).The self-imposition of economic and 

development policies – typically at the behest of financial markets and the Washington/Geneva 

multilateral institutions – required an extraordinary insulation from genuine national 

determinations: in short, an “elite transition.”[4] 

This policy insulation from mass opinion could only be achieved through the leadership of Mandela. 

It was justified by invoking the mantra of “international competitiveness”, and it initially peaked 

with Mandela’s 1996 Growth, Employment and Redistribution policy. Obeisance to multinational 

corporations helped shape the terrain on the platinum belt that inexorably generated the Marikana 

Massacre in 2012, for example. In the South African case, it must be stressed, the decision to 

reduce the room for maneuver was made as much by the local principals as it was by the Bretton 

Woods Institutions, other financiers and investors. 

South Africa’s democratization was profoundly compromised by an intra-elite economic deal that, 

for most people, worsened poverty, unemployment, inequality and ecological degradation, while 

also exacerbating many racial, gender and geographical differences. In the pages below we can 

review most of the critical choices and outcomes from 1994-1999. These confirmed the late-

apartheid turn to neoliberal economic management, and amplified that turn in the context of world 

neoliberal hegemony until – and beyond – the 1998 East Asian crisis. To understand why requires 



combining analysis of the changing structure of capital – especially its worsening unevenness and 

financialisation – with study of divisions within the subordinate classes. This will in turn set the 

stage for considering a variety of public policies adopted immediately after formal apartheid 

ended, many of which reflected more continuity than change. 

 

Ending the apartheid regime was one of the greatest human achievements of the past century. 

However, to promote a peaceful transition, the agreement negotiated between the racist regime 

and Mandela’s African National Congress (ANC) allowed whites to keep the best land, the mines, 

manufacturing plants, and financial institutions, and to export vast quantities of capital.  

 

For there had been only two basic paths that the ANC could have followed. One was to mobilize the 

people and all their enthusiasm, energy, and hard work, use a larger share of the economic surplus 

(through state-directed investments and higher taxes), and stop the flow of capital abroad, 

including the repayment of illegitimate apartheid-era debt. The other, which was ultimately the 

one chosen, was to trudge down the neoliberal capitalist path, with merely a small reform here or 

there to permit superficial claims to the sustaining of a “National Democratic Revolution.” Because 

the latter path was chosen, we start by consider the economic barriers to deepened democracy, 

before proceeding to the economic outcomes, followed by a discussion of social policy patterns, the 

commercialized state, environmental concerns and the reactions of civil society. 

 

Economic barriers 

The neoliberal path was prefigured in the transitional years. The white ruling bloc’s political 

strategy included weakening the incoming ANC government through repression, internecine 

township violence, and divide-and-conquer blandishments offered to leaders by way of elite-

pacting. The initial softening up process entailed Mandela’s controversial talks-about-talks with 

National Intelligence Agency director Neil Barnard in prison and the Afrikaner intellectuals’ and 

English-speaking business leaders’ approaches to exiled ANC leaders during the late 1980s. The 

unbanning of the ANC allowed many of the pacting processes to come above ground, through 

methodologies such as “scenario planning” promoted first by Shell Oil and then Anglo American, 

Nedbank and a variety of other corporates during the critical 1990-94 period.[5] 

 

Another crucial force in the battle for hearts and minds at that time was the World Bank. Along 

with International Monetary Fund (IMF) visits and a 1993 loan, the Bank’s Reconnaissance Missions 

fused with neoliberal agencies’ strategies during the early 1990s to shape policy framings for the 

post-apartheid market-friendly government. These were far more persuasive to the ANC leadership 

than the more populist ambitions of the 1994 Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). 

This was ironic, for the Bank and IMF had a regrettable history in South Africa:[6] 

 

• the Bank’s US$100 million in loans to Eskom from 1951-67 provided only white people with 

electric power, but all South Africans paid the bill; 

 

• the Bank refused point-blank to heed a United Nations General Assembly instruction in 1966 not 

to lend to apartheid South Africa;• the IMF provided apartheid-supporting loans of more than $2 

billion between the Soweto uprising in 1976 and 1983, when the US Congress finally prohibited 

lending to Pretoria;  

 

• the Bank lent tens of millions of dollars for Lesotho dams which were widely acknowledged to 

help apartheid South Africa “sanctions-bust” financial boycotts in 1986, via a London trust; and  

 

• the IMF advised Pretoria in 1991 to impose the regressive Value Added Tax, in opposition to which 

3,5 million people went on a two-day stayaway.  

 



Subsequently, lending and policy advice by the Bretton Woods twins included: 

• Bank promotion of “market-oriented” land reform in 1993-94, which established such onerous 

conditions (similar to the failed policy in neighbouring Zimbabwe) that instead of 30 per cent land 

redistribution as mandated in the RDP, less than 1 per cent of good land was redistributed; 

• the Bank’s endorsement of bank-centred housing policy in August 1994, with recommendations for 

smaller housing subsidies; 

• Bank design of South African infrastructure policy in November 1994, which provided the rural 

and urban poor with only pit latrines, no electricity connections, inadequate roads, and communal 

taps instead of house or yard taps; 

• the Bank’s promotion of water cut-offs for those unable to afford payments, opposition to a free 

“lifeline” water supply, and recommendations against irrigation subsidies for black South Africans 

in October 1995, within a government water-pricing policy in which the Bank claimed (in its 1999 

Country Assistance Review) it played an “instrumental” role; 

• the Bank’s conservative role in the Lund Commission in 1996, which recommended a 44 per cent 

cut in the monthly grant to impoverished, dependent children from R135 per month to R75; 

• the Bank’s participation in the writing of the (ultimately doomed to fail) Growth, Employment 

and Redistribution policy in June 1996, both contributing two staff economists and providing its 

economic model to help frame GEAR; 

• the Bank and IMF’s consistent message to South African workers that their wages are too high, 

and that unemployment can only be cured through “labour flexibility’; 

• the Bank’s role in Egoli 2002, including research support and encouragement of municipal 

privatisation in Johannesburg (and many other cities and towns); and 

• the Bank’s repeated commitments to invest, through its subsidiary the International Finance 

Corporation, in privatised infrastructure, housing securities for high-income families, for-profit 

“managed healthcare” schemes, and the now-bankrupt, US-owned Dominos Pizza franchise. 

 

So even without going through the process of lending to transitional South Africa, until the IMF’s 

$850 million loan in 1993, the Bretton Woods Institutions had enormous influence. The Bank 

carefully recruited ANC officials to work with them in Washington during the early 1990s, and also 

gave substantial consultancies to local allies in South Africa. But notwithstanding all the political 

maneuvers associated with the rise and fall of personalities, blocs and ideas during the 1990-94 era, 

perhaps the most important fusion of the old and new occurred on the economic terrain five 

months prior to the April 27, 1994 democratic election, when the “Transitional Executive 

Committee” (TEC) took control of the South African government, combining a few leading ANC 

cadre with the ruling National Party, which was in its last year of 45 in power.  

 

Thus, even as racist laws were tumbling in parliament and as the dignity of the majority black 

population was soaring, the TEC accepted, on December 1, 1993, an $850 million loan from the IMF, 

signed first by subsequent Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan. It was ostensibly for drought relief, 

although the searing drought had ended 18 months earlier. The loan’s secret conditions – leaked to 

Business Day in March 1994 – included the usual items from the classical structural adjustment 

menu: lower import tariffs, cuts in state spending, and large cuts in public sector wages. In 

addition, Michel Camdessus, then IMF managing director, put informal but intense pressure on 

incoming president Mandela to reappoint the two main stalwarts of apartheid-era neoliberalism, 

the finance minister and central bank governor, both from the National Party.[7] 

 

So it was in May 1994, just after the ANC won an overwhelming victory, Mandela announced a 

“Government of National Unity” (GNU) which included FW De Klerk’s National Party and the Zulu-

nationalist Inkatha Freedom Party. This was justified to an adoring society desperate for 

reconciliation, because highly creative vote tallying gave the National Party just over 20 per cent 

and Inkatha 10 per cent of electoral support and denied the ANC the two-thirds which Mandela 

himself had stated would be an adverse outcome, insofar as it would dent investor confidence to 



know the Constitution might be alterable.[8] The subsequent roles of DeKlerk (an honorary-type 

deputy president) and Inkatha’s Mangosuthu Buthelezi (home affairs minister) were relatively 

unsubstantial, and the NP dropped out of the government in 1996 without much notice, and within 

a decade had dissolved as a party, folded into the ANC by DeKlerk’s successor Marthinus van 

Schalkwyk.  

 

By mid-1996, with neoliberal economic policy in place, the elite transition was cemented and only 

provincial power shifts – from Inkatha to ANC in 2004 in KwaZulu-Natal, and from ANC to the 

Democratic Alliance in 2009 in the Western Cape – disturbed the political power-balance 

arrangements established in 1994. The ANC continued to receive between 60 and 67 per cent of the 

national votes, and Mandela continued to be venerated after he departed the presidency, for 

having guided the “miracle” of a political solution to the surface-level problems of apartheid. 

 

However, seen from below, the replacement of racial for what we might term “class apartheid” 

was decisive under Mandela’s rule. The behind-the-scenes economic policy agreements forged 

during the early 1990s meant the Afrikaner regime’s own internal power-bloc transition from 

apartheid “securocrats” (e.g., defense minister Magnus Malan and police minister Adriaan Vlok) to 

post-apartheid “econocrats” (such as finance minister Barend du Plessis and Reserve Bank governor 

Chris Stals). This was matched by a similar process of deradicalisation in the ANC.  

 

There, party managers led by Mbeki – soon to be Mandela’s first deputy president – renamed the 

ANC Department of Economic Planning to the Department of Economic Policy and Trevor Manuel 

was appointed to lead it in 1990, replacing a man (Max Sisulu) with more Keynesian leanings. Along 

with Tito Mboweni and Maria Ramos (his future wife), Manuel ensured that a small group of 

neoliberal managers were gradually brought into the Treasury and SA Reserve Bank. The Congress 

of SA Trade Unions (Cosatu) and South African Communist Party (SACP) offered similar pragmatists 

who – no matter their personal predilections and internecine conflicts – could be trusted to impose 

neoliberal policies, including future trade minister Alec Erwin, Reconstruction and Development 

Programme minister Jay Naidoo, housing minister Joe Slovo, transport minister Mac Maharaj, and 

minister-at-large Essop Pahad. This politically-fluid group of change managers within the ANC-

Cosatu-SACP Alliance had become trustworthy to the Afrikaners and English-speaking businesses.[9] 

 

In addition to the 1990-94 dealmaking and ideological panel-beating, various other international 

economic constraints were placed on the New South Africa. A few weeks after liberation in May 

1994, when Pretoria joined the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade on disadvantageous terms 

as a “transitional” not “developing” country, as a result of pressure from Bill Clinton’s White 

House, the economy’s deindustrialization was guaranteed. In January 1995, privatization began in 

earnest, with Mbeki facilitating the sale of a few minor parastatals but with much bigger targets 

looming.  

 

More rapid financial liberalization in the form of the abolition of the Financial Rand exchange 

controls occurred in March 1995, in the immediate wake of Mexican capital flight that destroyed 

the peso’s value. Without capital controls, the Reserve Bank lost its main protection against a run 

on the currency. So when one began 11 months later, the only strategy left was to raise interest 

rates to a record high, resulting in a long period of double-digit prime interest rates.  

 

The most important post-apartheid economic decision was taken in June 1996, when the top 

echelon of ANC policymakers imposed what Finance Minister Manuel termed a “non-negotiable” 

macroeconomic strategy without bothering to properly consult its Alliance partners in the union 

movement and SACP, much less its own constituents. The World Bank contributed two economists 

and its econometric model of South Africa for the exercise, known as “Growth, Employment and 

Redistribution” (GEAR).  



 

With Mandela’s approval and Mbeki’s formal ideological U-turn – “just call me a Thatcherite,” he 

pronounced to journalists – GEAR was introduced in the wake of the long 1996 currency crash to 

promote investor confidence. The document, authored by 17 white men using the World Bank’s 

economic model, allowed the government to psychologically distance itself from the somewhat 

more Keynesian RDP, a 150-page document which in 1994 had served as the ANC’s campaign 

platform, and which the ANC’s civil society allies had insisted be implemented. An audit of the 

RDP, however, showed that only the RDP’s more neoliberal features were supported by the 

dominant bloc in government during the late 1990s.[10]  

The constraints would tighten in the years after GEAR codified liberalization as the official 

ideology. Successive Reserve Bank governors loosened exchange controls even further, and finance 

minister Manuel let the capital flood out when in 1999 he gave permission for the relisting of 

financial headquarters for most of the largest companies on the London Stock Exchange. The firms 

that took the gap and permanently moved their historic apartheid loot offshore include Anglo 

American, DeBeers diamonds, Investec bank, Old Mutual insurance, Didata ICT, SAB Miller breweries 

(all to London), and Mondi paper (to New York).[11]  

 

It is here that the core concession made by the ANC during the transition deal was apparent: 

acquiescing to the desire by white businesses to escape the economic stagnation and declining 

profits born of a classical “overaccumulation crisis”, in which too much capital piles up in a given 

territory without sustainable ways to increase consumer purchases of goods, employment of idle 

labour, new investment of fixed capital, or value production to undergird financial speculation. Put 

simply, big business wanted out of South Africa and as part of the deal for the transfer of power, 

Mandela gave the nod to the extreme capital flight which today, leaves South Africa as amongst the 

countries most adversely affected by a current account deficit. 

 

A symptom of that crisis, through the mid-1990s, was declining corporate profits. The profit rate 

had followed the downward slide from 1960s levels which were amongst the world’s highest, to 

extremely low rates by the 1980s, as University of Cape Town economist Nicoli Nattrass has 

documented.[12] (The falling profits trajectory closely followed those of the world’s largest firms, 

in the United States.) But by the late 1990s, mainly through disinvesting from South Africa, the 

major Johannesburg and Cape Town conglomerates found overseas avenues and reversed the 

downward profits slide. By 2001 they were achieving profits that were the ninth highest in the 

industrialised world, according to a British government study.[13] 

 

Perhaps the three most critical processes in shifting resources to capital after apartheid ended 

were 1) the demise of the sanctions-induced laager – and its associated inward-oriented economic 

policies – so that business elites could escape the saturated South African market, 2) the 

deregulation of a variety of SA industries, and 3) the waning of the 1970s-80s rise of black militancy 

in workplaces and communities. There was a steady shift of the national surplus from labour to 

capital after 1994 (amounting to an eight per cent redistribution from workers to big business in the 

post-apartheid era), with the major decline in labour’s share – a full five per cent fall – occurring 

from 1998-2001.[14] These processes confirmed the larger problem of choiceless democracy, in 

which the deal to end apartheid on neoliberal terms prevailed: black nationalists won state power, 

while white people and corporations would remove their capital from the country, but also remain 

welcome for domicile, and enjoy yet more privileges through economic liberalization. 

 

Economic outcomes 

In the controversial words of one observer, “I am sure that Cecil John Rhodes would have given his 

approval to this effort to make the South African economy of the early 21st century appropriate 

and fit for its time.” That was Nelson Mandela in mid-2003, when launching the Mandela-Rhodes 

Foundation in Cape Town.[15] “Fit for its time” meant the Minerals-Energy Complex and financial 



institutions at the South African economy’s commanding heights were given priority in all policy 

decisions, as had been the case over the prior century and a third, along the lines Rhodes had 

established.[16] The results,[17] explored in coming pages, include: 

 

• the most profitable, fast-growing sectors of the SA economy, as everywhere in the world during 

the roaring 1990s, were finance, insurance and real estate, as well as communications and 

commerce, due to speculative and trade-related activity associated with neoliberalism; 

 

• but the context was stagnation, for overall GDP/capita declined in the late 1990s, and even in 

2000 – a growth year after a mini-recession in the wake of the Asian crisis – there was a negative 

per person rate of national wealth accumulation recorded by the World Bank (in its book Where is 

the Wealth of Nations?) if we subtract non-renewable resource extraction from GDP so as to more 

accurately reflect economic activity and net changes in wealth;[18] 

 

• labour-intensive sectors such as textiles, footwear and gold mining shrunk by 1-5 per cent per 

year (gold hit its low point of $250/ounce in 1998 after peaking in 1981 at $850/ounce), and 

overall, manufacturing as a percentage of GDP also declined; 

 

• private gross fixed capital formation was a meager 15-17 per cent during the late 1990s, only 

picking up to higher levels after 2004; 

 

• the sustained overaccumulation problem in highly-monopolised sectors continued, as 

manufacturing capacity utilization continued to fall from levels around 85 per cent in the early 

1970s to 82 per cent in 1994 to below 80 per cent by the early 2000s; and 

 

• instead of funding new plant and equipment in this stagnant environment, corporate profits were 

redirected into speculative real estate and the Johannesburg Stock Exchange which by the late 

1990s had created the conditions that generated a 50 per cent increase in share prices during the 

first half of the 2000s, while the property boom which began in 1999 had by 2008 sent house prices 

up by a world record 389 per cent (in comparison to just 100 per cent in the US market prior to the 

burst bubble and 200 per cent in second-place Ireland over the 1997-2008 period).[19] 

 

The transition is often said to be characterized by “macroeconomic stability,” but this ignores the 

easiest measure of such stability: exchange rate fluctuations. The currency crashes witnessed over 

a period of a few weeks in February-March 1996 and again in June-July 1998 exceeded 30 percent, 

and both led to massive interest rate increases which sapped growth and rewarded the speculators. 

Another four such crashes of more than 15 per cent within a few weeks occurred in the dozen years 

after 2000. 

 

These moments of macroeconomic instability were as dramatic as any other incidents during the 

previous two centuries, including the September 1985 financial panic that split big business from 

the apartheid regime and paved the way for ANC rule. Domestic investment was sickly (with less 

than 2 per cent increase a year during the late 1990s GEAR era when it was meant to increase by 7 

percent), and were it not for the partial privatization of the telephone company (disastrous by all 

accounts), foreign investment would not have even registered during Mandela’s presidency. 

Domestic private sector investment was net negative (below replacement costs of wear and tear) 

for several years, as capital effectively went on strike, moving mobile resources offshore as rapidly 

as possible. 

Recall the mandate for “Growth, Employment and Redistribution”. Yet of all GEAR’s targets over 

the period 1996-2000, the only ones successfully reached were those most crucial to big business: 

reduced inflation (down from 9 per cent to 5.5 per cent instead of GEAR’s projected 7-8 percent), 

the current account (temporarily in surplus prior to the 2000s capital outflow, not in deficit as 



projected), and the fiscal deficit (below 2 per cent of GDP, instead of the projected 3 percent). 

What about the main targets?  

 

The “G” for growth was actually negative in per capita terms using GDP as a measure (no matter 

how biased that statistic is in a Resource Cursed society like South Africa). The driving forces 

behind South African GDP were decreasingly based in real “productive” activity, and increasingly in 

financial/speculative functions that are potentially unsustainable and even parasitical. The 

contribution of manufacturing to GDP fell from 21.2 per cent in 1994 to 18.8 per cent in 2002, 

although the crashing rand helped push the mining sector up from 7.0 per cent to 8.1 per cent over 

the same period, while the agriculture, forestry and fishing sectors ranged between 3.2 per cent 

(2000) and 4.0 per cent (1997). Most tellingly, the category of “financial intermediation” (including 

insurance and real estate) rose from 16 per cent of GDP in 1994 to 20 per cent eight years later. 

 

The “E” for employment was the most damaging initial result of South Africa’s embrace of the 

neoliberal economic approach, for instead of employment growth of 3–4 per cent per year promised 

by GEAR proponents, annual job losses of 1–4 per cent characterized the late 1990s. South Africa’s 

official measure of unemployment rose from 16 per cent in 1995 to 30 per cent in 2002. Adding 

frustrated job-seekers to that figure brought the percentage of unemployed people to 43 percent. 

Meanwhile, labour productivity increased steadily and the number of days lost to strike action fell, 

the latter in part because of ANC demobilization of unions and hostility to national strikes 

undertaken for political purposes. These happened regularly, e.g. repeated national actions against 

privatization, but were “set-piece” in character, entailing no fundamental disruption of power 

relations. 

 

Finally, the “R” – redistribution – benefited corporations most because a succession of finance 

ministers lowered primary company taxes dramatically, from 48 per cent in 1994 to 30 per cent in 

1999, and maintained the deficit below 3 per cent of GDP by restricting social spending, 

notwithstanding the avalanche of unemployment. As a result, according to even the government’s 

own statistics, average black African household income fell 19 per cent from 1995–2000 (to $3,714 

per year), while white household income rose 15 per cent (to $22,600 per year). Not just relative 

but absolute poverty intensified, as the portion of households earning less than $90 of real income 

increased from 20 per cent of the population in 1995 to 28 per cent in 2000. Across the racial 

divide, the poorest half of all South Africans earned just 9.7 per cent of national income in 2000, 

down from 11.4 per cent in 1995. The richest 20 per cent earned 65 per cent of all income. The 

income of the top 1 per cent went from under 10 per cent of the total in 1990 to 15 per cent in 

2002, (That figure peaked at 18 per cent in 2007, the same level as in 1949.) The most common 

measure, the Gini coefficient, soared from below 0.6 in 1994 to 0.72 by 2006 (0.8 if welfare income 

is excluded).[20] 

 

In sum, the acronym GEAR might have more accurately been revised to Decline, Unemployment and 

Polarization Economics. A great many South Africans were duped by Mandela’s persuasiveness into 

thinking that the economy Cecil Rhodes would have found “fit for its time” would somehow also fit 

the aspirations of the majority. The big question was whether a variety of social protests witnessed 

after apartheid by civil society – many groups associated with what was formerly known as the Mass 

Democratic Movement – would shift social policy away from its moorings in apartheid white 

privilege and instead towards a transformative approach empowering of poor people, women, 

youth, the elderly, the disabled and the ill. 

 

Social policy in philosophy and practice 

The biggest social policy challenge was the use of state patronage to demobilise South Africa’s 

once-formidable mass movements. Mandela had already, in 1992 after the Bisho massacre and in 

1993 after the Hani assassination, taken upon himself to cork the anger building below. At the 



opening of parliament in 1995, Mandela inveighed, “The government literally does not have the 

money to meet the demands that are being advanced.” As for social policy, “We must rid ourselves 

of the culture of entitlement which leads to the expectation that the government must promptly 

deliver whatever it is that we demand.”[21] 

 

The first programme along these lines was Operation Masakhane, “Let’s Build Together,” a 

campaign that Pretoria used to link improved state services – although the initial allocation was just 

R700 million – to resident payment of rent/service bills. Notwithstanding advertisements by 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, its failure coincided with rapid increases in water and electricity prices 

that were required by the 85 per cent cut in central-to-local state operating subsidy funding 

transfers, leaving municipalities bankrupt just at the stage they were taking on vast numbers of 

new residents.  

 

Previously, the apartheid-era “Black Local Authorities” had mainly been funded by Regional 

Services Councils, and the 1995-96 municipal elections were meant to legitimize the increasingly 

decentralized municipalities that combined white and black residential areas for the first time. But 

even that combination was suspect, because white, Indian and “coloured” councillors were 

overrepresented due to ward-based voting. Thanks to the compromised Interim Constitution of 

November 1993, 50 per cent of the municipal council seats were allocated to that odd combination, 

while 50 per cent went to African townships, serving to break the unity of combined “black” 

politics. Moreover, the Interim Constitution permitted veto power over planning and budgeting with 

just a third of a council’s seats, again reinforcing residual white power and making rapid change 

impossible.  

 

These compromises of the Interim Constitution, approved by Mandela, meant that prospects for a 

genuinely democratic local government were reduced to an even lower-intensity level than earlier. 

In 2000, just after Mandela left office, the municipal demarcation exercise reduced the numbers of 

local authorities from 843 to 284, which had the effect of increasing the geographical requirements 

for service delivery in Bantustans and other poor areas to untenable distances, thus reducing the 

possibilities for meaningful local democracy.[22]  

 

By 2002, the result of these shifts of responsibility – “unfunded mandates” – was that service 

charges on water and electricity consumed 30 per cent of the income of those households earning 

less than $70 per month. An upsurge of disconnections resulted, with an estimated 10 million 

people losing service; 60 per cent of these were not reconnected within six weeks, indicating that 

poverty was to blame, not the so-called “culture of nonpayment” that had allegedly resulted from 

effective anti-apartheid activism. The worst disconnection rate was for fixed telephone lines, 

where of 13 million people connected for the first time, 10 million were cut, as prices per call 

soared since the partial privatization of Telkom resulted in the demise of internal cross-subsidies as 

the new Texan and Malaysian investors attempted to maximize profits during the late 1990s. 

Reflecting the cost-recovery approach to service delivery and hence the inability of the state to 

properly roll out and maintain these functions, the category of GDP components known as 

“electricity, gas and water” fell steadily during the Mandela years, from 3.5 per cent of the total in 

1994 to 2.4 per cent in 2002.[23] 

 

One reason for lack of capital investment was lack of return on investment, as the state became 

increasingly commercialized, thus slowing the rate of electrification in rural areas and even to 

outlying schools, for example. The 1998 national electricity policy called for Eskom to apply cost-

reflective pricing policies, which meant much higher charges to poor people, especially those who 

during the 1980s and early 1990s had fought successfully for a nominal township service charge 

(often as little as $3 per month).  

 



Recognising how vital it was to provide cheap electricity and water, the RDP had, in sharp contrast, 

endorsed the progressive principle of cross-subsidisation, which imposed a block tariff that was to 

rise for larger consumers. This would have consciously distorted the relationship of cost to price 

and hence sent economically “inefficient” pricing signals to consumers. In short, the RDP insisted, 

poor people should use more essential services (for the sake of gender equity, health and economic 

side benefits), while rich people should save the environment by cutting back on their hedonistic 

consumption.  

 

The neoliberal critics of progressive block tariffs correctly insisted that such distortions of the 

market logic introduced a disincentive to supply low-volume users. For them, the point of supplying 

any good or service was to make profits or at minimum to break even in narrow cost-recovery 

terms. In advocating against the proposal for a free lifeline and rising block tariff, a leading World 

Bank expert advised the first democratic water minister, Kader Asmal, that privatisation contracts 

“would be much harder to establish” if poor consumers had the expectation of getting something 

for nothing. If consumers weren’t paying, the Bank suggested, South African authorities required a 

“credible threat of cutting service”.[24] This was the logic that began to prevail during Mandela’s 

years in power. 

 

In 2000, the next water minister, Ronnie Kasrils, promised to finally implement a free basic water 

policy. This led the authors of the Bank’s Sourcebook on Community Driven Development in the 

Africa Region to lay out a typical neoliberal policy for pricing water: “Work is still needed with 

political leaders in some national governments to move away from the concept of free water for 

all.”[25] Later the Bank claimed that the 1995 advice it gave Asmal was “instrumental in 

facilitating a radical revision in South Africa’s approach to bulk water management”[26] – and the 

revision away from the microeconomic mandate for Free Basic Water (FBW) was just as critical.  

 

When the FBW step was finally taken by Kasrils, the commercialization instinct was already 

thoroughly accepted by municipal government suppliers. As a result, FBW ended up being delivered 

in a tokenistic way and, in Durban – the main site of FBW pilot-exploration starting in 1997 – the 

overall real cost of water ended up doubling for poor households in the subsequent six years 

because the FBW was so small, and because the second bloc of water was priced so high. This price 

hike had the direct impact of causing a decline in consumption by poor people, by one third, during 

that period’s pandemics of cholera, diarhhoea and AIDS when more water was needed the most, 

especially in the city with the world’s highest number of HIV+ residents.[27] 

Matters were even worse in rural South Africa. After a 1994 White Paper was adopted by Asmal 

which prohibited subsidies on operating and maintenance costs, his officials began a major capital 

investment roll-out of community water supply projects featuring communal standpipes at an 

average distance of 200 metres from residences. Despite the array of problems associated with 

collecting payment for water from communal standpipes, the principle of full payment for the 

operating, maintenance and replacement costs was insisted upon. Once projects were built, 

especially by Mvula Trust and other non-governmental suppliers, communities were meant to 

receive no further support. Inexorably, extremely serious problems arose in the community water 

supply projects.  

 

Where monitoring and evaluation did take place, there were varying estimates about project 

sustainability, but most were desultory. Even the pro-government Mvula Trust acknowledged that 

roughly half of the projects it established failed because of inability to maintain the system. The 

main reasons for unsustainability of a water system invariably included genuine affordability 

constraints. There was also an unwillingness to pay for communal standpipes, as they were often 

not viewed as a significant improvement on existing sources of water. Other important reasons for 

failure include poor quality of construction, areas within communities without service and 

intermittent supply.[28] 



 

Reflecting the rise in capital expenditures and subsequent decline in maintenance across the 

terrain of social policy, government’s “general services” role in GDP rose from 16.2 per cent in 

1994 to 17.3 per cent in 1998, but fell back to 15.8 per cent by 2002.[29] On the one hand, state 

fiscal support for the social wage increased a bit, and recipients of existing apartheid programmes 

were broadened to include all South Africans. But this expansion wasn’t necessarily a commitment 

to either social democracy or the “developmental state” that was talked of through the 2000s, 

given how little the fiscal commitment represented in absolute and relative terms.  

 

There were some who argued that these shifts were profound, including Stellenbosch University 

professor Servaas van der Berg. He insisted that between 1993 and 1997, social spending increased 

for the poorest 60 per cent of households, especially the poorest 20 per cent and especially the 

rural poor, and state subsidies decreased for the 40 per cent who were better off; together by 

counting in non-pecuniary support from the state, Pretoria could claim a one-third improvement in 

the Gini coefficient. Hence the overall impact of state spending, he posited, would lead to a 

dramatic decline in actual inequality.  

 

Unfortunately, van der Berg (a regular consultant to the neoliberal Treasury Department) made no 

effort to calculate or even estimate state subsidies to capital, i.e. corporate welfare. Such 

subsidies remained enormous because most of the economic infrastructure created through 

taxation – roads and other transport, industrial districts, the world’s cheapest electricity, R&D 

subsidies – overwhelmingly benefits capital and its shareholders, as do many tax loopholes. 

 

Moreover, at the same time, the size and orientation of social grants were not particularly 

satisfactory, for according to University of KwaZulu-Natal researchers Nina Hunter, Julian May and 

Vishnu Padayachee, “The grants do not provide comprehensive coverage for those in need. Unless 

they are able to access the disability grant, adults are largely excluded from this framework of 

assistance. It is only possible for the Unemployment Insurance Fund to be received by the 

unemployed for a maximum of six months and then only by those who were registered with the 

Fund, for the most part the formally employed.” [30]  

 

There were other problems: means-testing was utilized with the inevitable stigmatization that 

comes with a state demanding proof of poor people’s income; cost-recovery strategies were still 

being imposed, by stealth, on recipients of state services; the state’s potentially vast job-creating 

capacity was never utilized aside from a few short-term public works activities; and land and 

housing were not delivered at appropriate rates.[31] 

 

Moreover, according to Hunter, May and Padayachee, Pretoria’s spending on public education was 

definitely not “pro-poor, since the share going to the poor and the ultra-poor was substantially 

smaller than their share of the population. In South Africa, education should be free, but in 

practice schools require school fees and other costs (such as uniforms, school books and stationery, 

transport to school) are making it increasingly more difficult for the poorest to access basic 

education.” Indeed, in a 2001 state survey, it was revealed that 35 per cent of learners dropped 

out by Grade 5 (worse than neighboring Namibia, Lesotho and Swaziland) and 48 per cent left by 

Grade 12. The state schools were in terrible shape, with 27 per cent lacking running water, 43 per 

cent without electricity, and 80 per cent without libraries and computers.[32] 

 

On the brighter side, gender relations recorded some improvements in those early years, especially 

with the inclusion of reproductive rights in health policy, albeit with extremely uneven access. But 

one measure of women’s poverty in the 1994-2002 period – a $1/day income or below – showed a 

rise from 10.1 per cent to 11.1 percent.[33] Women were also victims of other forms of post-

apartheid economic restructuring, with unemployment broadly defined at 46 per cent (compared to 



35 per cent for men), and a massive late 1990s decline in relative pay, from 78 per cent of male 

wages in 1995 to just 66 per cent in 1999.[34]  

 

One reason was that contemporary South Africa retained apartheid’s patriarchal modes of surplus 

extraction, thanks to both residual sex discrimination and the migrant (rural-urban) labour system, 

which is subsidized by women stuck in the former bantustan homelands. These women were not 

paid for their role in social reproduction, which in a normal labour market would be handled by 

state schooling, health insurance, and pensions. This structured superexploitation was exacerbated 

by an apparent increase in domestic sexual violence associated with rising male unemployment and 

the feminization of poverty. Women also remained the main caregivers in the home, there again 

bearing the highest burden associated with degraded health. 

 

With the public healthcare services in decline due to underfunding and the increasing penetration 

of private providers, infectious diseases such as tuberculosis, cholera, malaria, and AIDS became 

rife, all far more prevalent than during apartheid. Life expectancy fell from 65 at the time of 

liberation to 52 a decade later.[35] Diarrhea killed 43,000 children a year, as a result mainly of 

inadequate potable water provision. Most South Africans with HIV had, until the mid-2000s, little 

prospect of receiving antiretroviral medicines to extend their lives.  

 

The 1997 White Paper for the Transformation of the Health System did at least set out the 

following national objectives: “(a) unify the fragmented health services at all levels into a 

comprehensive and integrated National Health System (NHS); (b) reduce disparities and inequities 

in health service delivery and increase access to improved and integrated services, based on 

primary health care principles; (c) give priority to maternal, child and women’s health; and (d) 

mobilise all partners, including the private sector, NGOs and communities in support of an 

integrated NHS.” Four programmes received strategic focus: free health care, the clinic building 

and upgrading program, HIV/AIDS, and the Primary School Nutrition Programme.[36] 

 

And there was indeed some progress to report because most importantly, perhaps, the national 

Department of Health committed in 1994 that Primary Health Care (PHC) would be free for 

pregnant women and children under age six, and in 1996 expanded the commitment to assure all 

South Africans would not pay for “all personal consultation services, and all non-personal services 

provided by the publicly funded PHC system”, according to government’s Towards a National 

Health System statement. Indeed there was a major budget shift from curative care to PHC, with 

the latter projected to increase by 8.3 per cent in average real terms annually. Closures of hospital 

facilities in several cities were anticipated to save money and allow for redeployment of personnel 

(although they also affected access, since many consumers used these in lieu of clinics).  

 

But other areas of implementation – the District Health System especially for rural areas; clinic 

building; free primary health care, maternal and child health and reproductive rights; child 

nutrition; staffing – relied not only on provincial departments taking the vast bulk of resource, 

planning and implementation responsibilities.[37] At a micro level, the rapid establishment of a 

District Health System was also required. 

 

Personnel constraints were also severe. On the one hand, transformation of Department of Health 

senior management was relatively rapid, with a reduction in the number of white male managers 

from 99 per cent in 1994 to 50 per cent in 1997. But of great concern was the difficulty in staffing 

new clinics (particularly those in isolated areas). There were serious shortfalls in medical personnel 

willing to work in rural South Africa, requiring two major programmatic initiatives: the deployment 

of foreign personnel (especially several hundred Cuban general practitioners) in rural clinics; and 

the imposition of a two-year Community Service requirement on students graduating from publicly-

subsidised medical schools.  



 

Yet if the personnel issue remained a barrier to implementation, regrettably the Department of 

Health was ambivalent about mobilising civil society in areas where Community Health Workers 

could have supported service delivery. The RDP had suggested that “Communities must be 

encouraged to participate actively in the planning, managing, delivery, monitoring and evaluation 

of the health services in their areas”. But Community Workers were excluded in the policy 

document Restructuring the National Health System for Universal Primary Health Care, denying the 

system a potential source of both enthusiastic people and community eyes and ears.  

 

The most severe blight on South Africa’s post-apartheid record of health leadership was, without 

question, its HIV/AIDS policy. This could be blamed upon both the personal leadership flaws of 

presidents Mandela and Mbeki and their health ministers, and upon features of the socio-political 

structure of accumulation. With millions of people dying early because of AIDS, and approximately 

five million HIV+ South Africans by 2000, the battle against the disease was one of the most crucial 

tests of the post-apartheid government.  

 

Pretoria’s problem began, arguably, with Mandela’s reticence even before 1994. As he told one 

interviewer regarding hesitation to raise AIDS as a social crisis,  

 

“I was very careful because in our culture you don’t talk about sex no matter what you do.” He 

remarked on advice he received in Bloemfontein by a school principle after asking her, “Do you 

mind if I also add and talk about Aids?” As Mandela recounted, “She said, ‘Please don’t, otherwise 

you’ll lose the election.’ I was prepared to win the election and I didn’t talk about AIDS.”[38]  

 

If Mandela was too coy, and prone to accepting quack solutions like the industrial solvent Virodene 

proposed by local researchers – and apparently financed with Mbeki’s assistance[39] – then 

Pretoria’s subsequent failure in the early 2000s to provide medicinal treatment for HIV+ patients 

led to periodic charges of “genocide” by authoritative figures such as the heads of the Medical 

Research Council (Malegapuru William Makgoba), SA Medical Association (Kgosi Letlape), and Pan 

Africanist Congress health desk (Costa Gazi), as well as leading public intellectual Sipho Seepe. 

Beyond the oft-cited peculiarities of the president himself, there were three deeper reasons why 

local and global power relationships meant that the battle against AIDS was mainly lost in the first 

years of liberation. 

 

One reason was the pressure exerted by international and domestic financial markets to keep 

Pretoria’s state budget deficit to 3 per cent of GDP, as mandated in GEAR. As evidence, consider 

the telling remark of the late Parks Mankahlana, Mbeki’s main spokesperson, who in March 2000 

justified to Science magazine why the government refused to provide relatively inexpensive anti-

retrovirals (ARVs) like Nevirapine to pregnant, HIV-positive women: “That mother is going to die 

and that HIV-negative child will be an orphan. That child must be brought up. Who is going to bring 

the child up? It’s the state, the state. That’s resources, you see.”[40]  

 

The second structural reason was the residual power of pharmaceutical manufacturers to defend 

their rights to “intellectual property”, i.e., monopoly patents on life-saving medicines. This 

pressure did not end in April 2001 when the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association withdrew 

their notorious lawsuit against the South African Medicines Act of 1997, which permits parallel 

import or local production, via “compulsory licenses”, of generic substitutes for brand-name anti-

retroviral medicines. 

 

The third structural reason for the elongated HIV/AIDS holocaust in South Africa was the vast size of 

the reserve army of labour in South Africa. This feature of the socio-political structure of 

accumulation allowed companies to readily replace sick HIV+ workers with desperate, unemployed 



people, instead of providing them treatment.  

 

In 2000, for example, Anglo American Corporation had 160,000 employees. With more than a fifth 

HIV+, the firm began planning “to make special payments to miners suffering from HIV/AIDS, on 

condition they take voluntary retirement.” Aside from bribing workers to go home and die, there 

was a provisional hypothesis that “treatment of employees with anti-retrovirals can be cheaper 

than the costs incurred by leaving them untreated.” However, in October 2001, a detailed cost-

benefit analysis showed the opposite. As a result, “the company’s 14,000 senior staff would receive 

anti-retroviral treatment as part of their medical insurance, but the provision of drug treatment for 

lower income employees was too expensive.”[41]  

 

This remark summed up so much of post-apartheid South Africa’s approach to poor and working-

class people: human expendability in the face of corporate profitability.  

 

Commercialisation of the state 

It is important to add that the government’s regular claim of “insufficient state capacity” to solve 

economic, social and environmental problems was matched by a willingness to turn resources over 

to the private sector. If outsourcing, corporatization, and privatization could have worked 

anywhere in Africa, they should in South Africa – with its large, wealthy markets, relatively 

competent firms and advanced infrastructure. However, contrary evidence emerges from the four 

major cases of commodification of state services: telecommunications, transport, electricity, and 

water. 

 

In the lucrative telecommunications sector, 30 per cent of the state-owned Telkom was sold to a 

Houston–Kuala Lumpur alliance in 1996. The cost of local calls skyrocketed, leading the vast 

majority of new lines to be disconnected. Meanwhile, twenty thousand workers were fired. 

Attempts to cap fixed-line monopoly pricing by the regulator were rejected by the Texan-Malaysian 

joint venture via both a court challenge and a serious threat to sell their Telkom shares in 2002. As 

a result, Telkom’s 2003 Initial Public Offering on the New York Stock Exchange raised only $500 

million, and so, in the process, an estimated $5 billion of Pretoria’s own funding of Telkom’s late 

1990s capital expansion evaporated. A pact on pricing and services between the two main private 

cellular operators and persistent allegations of corruption combined to stymie the introduction of 

new cellular and fixed-line operators. 

 

In the field of transportation there were a variety of dilemmas in the first years of democracy 

associated with partial privatizations. Commercialized toll roads were unaffordable for the poor. 

Air transport privatization led to the collapse of the first regional state-owned airline. South 

African Airways was disastrously mismanaged, with huge currency-trading losses that continued 

well into the 2000s, and an inexplicable $20 million payout to a short-lived US manager. The 

Airports Company privatization led to security lapses and labour conflict. Constant strife with the 

ANC-aligned trade union threw ports privatization into question. The increasingly corporatized rail 

service shut down many feeder routes that, although unprofitable, were crucial to rural economies. 

 

As for the electricity sector, Pretoria announced in 2004 that 30 per cent of the Eskom parastatal 

(the world’s fourth largest electricity producer) would be sold. That position shifted after a Cosatu 

protest, and soon state policy was to allow 30 per cent of generating capacity to come from new 

Independent Power Producers. Meanwhile, still anticipating deeper institutional privatisation, a 

corporatizing Eskom fired thirty thousand electricity workers during the 1990s. While a tiny 

pittance was invested in renewable energy, the state expanded spending on nuclear energy 

research. This occurred first through pebble-bed reactor technology in partnership with US and 

British firms and then after that investment (in the range of $2 billion) was written off, ordinary 

nuclear reactors were authorized that were estimated to cost $60 billion or more. At the same 



time, tariffs for residential customers rose much higher as cross-subsidies came under attack during 

the late 1990s, and the process would intensify dramatically a decade later.  

 

As a result of increasingly unaffordable tariffs, Eskom slowed the extension of the rural electricity 

grid, while millions of people who fell into arrears on inflated bills were disconnected – leading to 

massive (often successful) resistance such as illegal reconnections. With TB and other respiratory 

illnesses reaching epidemic levels, those who did not reconnect their electricity illegally were 

forced back to paraffin or coal fires for cooking, with all the hazards that entailed. 

 

The drive to privatize was not only manifest at national level. Virtually all local governments 

turned to a 100 per cent cost recovery policy during the late 1990s, at the urging of central 

government and the World Bank, largely to prepare for a wave of water and solid waste 

commercialization. Attempts to recover costs from poor communities inflicted hardships on the 

most vulnerable members of society, especially women and those with HIV+ family members 

susceptible to water-borne diseases and opportunistic AIDS infections.  

 

Although water and sanitation privatization applied to only 5 per cent of all municipalities, the 

South African pilot projects run by world’s biggest water companies (Biwater, Suez, and Saur) 

resulted in a number of problems related to overpricing and underservice: contracts were 

renegotiated to raise rates because of insufficient profits; services were not extended to most poor 

people; many low-income residents were disconnected; prepaid water meters were widely 

installed; and sanitation was often substandard. It was simply not in the interests of Paris or London 

water corporations to provide water services to people who could not afford to pay at least the 

operations and maintenance costs plus a profit mark-up. Cost-recovery policy applied in northern 

KwaZulu-Natal led to the continent’s worst-ever cholera outbreak, catalyzed by mass 

disconnections of rural residents in August 2000, for want of a $10 per household connection fee, 

which forced more than a thousand people to halt consumption of what had earlier been free, 

clean water. 

 

For the 10 per cent or so wealthiest whites and a scattering of rich blacks who, throughout, 

enjoyed insulation from crime and segregation from the vast majority, lifestyles remain at the 

highest level in the world, however. This was evident to any visitor to the slightly-integrated 

suburbs of South African cities. The residential “arms race” – private security systems, 

sophisticated alarms, high walls and razor wire, gated communities, road closures and booms –left 

working-class households more vulnerable to robberies, house-breaks, car theft and other petty 

crime (with increases of more than 1/3 in these categories from 1994-2001[42] and only slight 

declines since), as well as epidemic levels of rape and other violent crimes. In sharp contrast, 

escalating corporate crime (including illicit capital flight) was generally not well policed, or 

suffered from an apparently organized penetration of the South African Police Service’s highest 

ranks, especially during the reign of Jackie Selebi as police commissioner. 

 

Racial apartheid was always explicitly manifested in residential segregation, and after liberation in 

1994, Pretoria adopted World Bank advice that included an avoidance of public housing (virtually no 

new municipal or even cooperatively-owned units have been constructed), smaller housing subsidies 

than were necessary, and much greater reliance upon banks and commercial developers instead of 

state and community-driven development. The privatization of housing was, indeed, one of the 

most extreme ironies of post-apartheid South Africa, not least because the man taking advice from 

the World Bank, Joe Slovo, was chair of the SA Communist Party. (Slovo died of cancer soon 

thereafter and his main ANC bureaucrat, who was responsible for designing the policy, soon became 

a leading World Bank functionary. 

 

With privatization came more intense class segregation. By 2003, the provincial housing minister 



responsible for greater Johannesburg admitted to a mainstream newspaper that South Africa’s 

resulting residential class apartheid had become an embarrassment: “If we are to integrate 

communities both economically and racially, then there is a real need to depart from the present 

concept of housing delivery that is determined by stands, completed houses and budget spent.” His 

spokesperson added, “The view has always been that when we build low-cost houses, they should 

be built away from existing areas because it impacts on the price of property.” However, the head 

of one of Johannesburg’s largest property sales corporations, Lew Geffen Estates, insisted that 

“Low-cost houses should be developed in outlying areas where the property is cheaper and more 

quality houses could be built.”[43] 

 

Unfortunately it was the likes of Geffen, the commercial bankers and allied construction companies 

who drove housing implementation, so it was reasonable to anticipate no change in Johannesburg’s 

landscape – featuring not “quality houses” but what many black residents term “kennels.” Several 

hundred thousand post-apartheid state-subsidized starter houses were often half as large as the 40 

square meter “matchboxes” built during apartheid, and located even further away from jobs and 

community amenities. In addition to ongoing disconnections of water and electricity, the new slums 

suffer lower-quality state services ranging from rare rubbish collection to dirt roads and inadequate 

storm-water drainage.[44] 

 

Ecological decay and Resource Curse 

The story is the same when we consider the environment, for South African ecology degenerated in 

many crucial respects – e.g., water and soil resources mismanagement, greenhouse gas 

contributions to global warming, fisheries, industrial toxics, genetic modification, the early 

manifestations of Acid Mine Drainage – in the years immediately after apartheid. Official research 

conceded this point by 2006, when the Environmental Outlook report acknowledged “a general 

decline in the state of the environment.”[45] 

 

For example, in spite of water scarcity and water table pollution in the country’s main megalopolis, 

Gauteng, the first two mega-dams within the Lesotho Highlands Water Project were built during the 

late 1990s, with destructive environmental consequences downriver, and the extremely high costs 

of water transfer deterred consumption by poor people in Gauteng townships. One result was the 

world’s highest-profile legal case of Third World development corruption.  

 

Another result was the upsurge of social protest in which Africa’s main “water war” – between 

Soweto residents and their municipal supplier outsourced to a Paris water company, Suez (whose 

construction subsidiary was one of the firms prosectured for corruption in Lesotho) in the early 

2000s – can be traced to the higher prices and commercialized system that protesters objected to. 

The wealthiest urban (mainly white) families continued to enjoy swimming pools and English 

gardens, which meant that in some of the most hedonistic suburbs water consumption was 30 times 

greater each day than in low-income townships (some of whose residents continue doing gardening 

and domestic work for whites).  

 

Rural (black) women still stand in line for hours at communal taps in the parched former bantustan 

areas. The location of natural surface and groundwater remained skewed towards white farmers 

due to apartheid land dispossession, and with fewer than 2 per cent of arable plots redistributed by 

2000 (as against a 1994-99 RDP target of 30 percent), Pretoria’s neoliberal land policy had 

conclusively failed. 

 

Other examples of residual apartheid ecology could be cited, including numerous unresolved 

conflicts over natural land reserves (displacement of indigenous people continues), deleterious 

impacts of industrialization on biodiversity, insufficient protection of endangered species, and state 

policies favoring genetic modification for commercial agriculture. Marine regulatory systems 



became overstressed and hotly contested by European and East Asian fishing trawlers, as well as by 

local medium-scale commercial fishing firms fending off new waves of small-scale black rivals. 

 

Expansion of gum and pine timber plantations, largely for pulp exports to East Asia, remained 

extremely damaging, not only because of grassland and organic forest destruction – leading to soil 

adulteration and far worse flood damage downriver, as Mozambique suffered in 2000–2001 – but 

also due to the spread of alien invasive plants into water catchments across the country. There was 

a constructive, high-profile state program, “Working for Water”, that slowed but did not reverse 

the growth of alien invasives.[46] 

 

Thanks to accommodating state policies, South African commercial agriculture remained extremely 

reliant upon fertilizers and pesticides, with Genetically Modified Organisms increasing across the 

food chain and virtually no attention given to potential organic farming markets. The government’s 

failure to prevent toxic dumping and incineration led to a nascent but portentous group of mass 

tort (class action) lawsuits. The victims included asbestos and silicosis sufferers who worked in or 

lived close to the country’s mines.  

 

Other legal avenues and social activism were pursued by residents who suffered persistent pollution 

in extremely toxic pockets like South Durban, and just south of Johannesburg, the industrial sites of 

Sasolburg and Steel Valley. In these efforts, the environmental justice movement almost invariably 

fought both corporations and Pretoria, which from 1994 downplayed ecological crimes (a Green 

Scorpions anti-pollution team did finally emerge but with subdued powers that barely pricked). 

Indeed by 2012, South Africa was recognized as the fifth worst environmental performer out of 132 

countries surveyed by Yale and Columbia University ecologists.[47] Moreover, the South African 

economy’s contribution to climate change was amongst the world’s highest – twenty times higher 

than even that of the US – when carbon intensity is measured (CO2 equivalents emitted each year 

per person per unit of GDP).  

 

One immediate problem that was obvious to even the World Bank by 2000, was the way South 

Africa’s reliance upon non-renewable resource extraction gave the country a net negative per 

capita income, once adjustment to standard GDP is made. The typical calculation does not take 

into account pollution or depletion of minerals, and once such corrections are made, the South 

African Gross National Income per person in the year 2000 of $2837 would be reduced to -$2 per 

person in total wealth (including “natural capital’). This decline appears largely due to non-

renewable resource depletion, which amounted to 1 per cent of GNI in 2000.  

 

Using quite conservative ways of estimating the “natural capital” in South Africa in 2000, with rural 

land valued at nearly $1900 per person, minerals at around $1100 and timber at $300, South Africa 

relied a great deal more on intangible capital ($49 000) and the urban built environment ($7 300). 

In fact, neither of these grew sufficiently to offset the shrinking natural capital, wear and tear on 

manufacturing and costs of pollution. A 2011 edition of Changing Wealth of Nations calculates a 25 

per cent drop in South Africa’s natural capital mainly due to land degradation. By 2008, according 

to the ‘adjusted net savings’ measure, the average South African was losing $245 per person per 

year. [48]  

 

Although methodologies are subject to debate, the overall message is fairly straightforward, 

namely that even relatively industrialised South Africa is dependent upon natural resources, which 

makes the proper calculation of income and genuine “wealth” an increasingly vital task. The more 

platinum, gold, coal and other metals being dug from the soil, the poorer South Africa becomes. 

 

Social unrest 

The question raised by the failure of Mandela’s government to solve all these foundational 



problems is whether matters could have been different if activists and leadership had agreed on a 

strategy of transformation based on popular empowerment, as well as renewed international 

solidarity to change global power relations. To some extent, many of the policy papers drafted 

during the second half of the 1990s contained rhetoric promoting popular participation, but these 

were consistently undermined by the harsh realities of power relations experienced in every 

sector.[49]  

To some extent, too, the rise of international solidarity was another critical factor, so very 

important in apartheid’s fall, with such great potential to address South Africa’s external economic 

constraints. For example, poet-activist Dennis Brutus and Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane 

founded Jubilee South Africa in 1998, and argued that the $25 billion in debt that the Mandela 

government allegedly owed Western banks should be repudiated. They made the case for default 

on grounds of “Odious Debt”. Yet on that point, and many others, post-apartheid foreign policy did 

not return the favour of anti-apartheid solidarity. 

 

There were other examples of Pretoria’s anti-solidaristic foreign relations, in which democrats and 

social justice activists suffered because of elite links between the ANC and tyrants: the Indonesian 

and East Timorese people suffering under the corrupt dictator Suharto, Nigerian democracy 

activists who in 1995 were denied a visa to meet in Johannesburg, the Burmese people (thanks to 

the Myanmar junta’s unusually friendly diplomatic relations with Pretoria), and victims of 

murderous central African regimes which were SA arms recipients. The National Conventional Arms 

Control Committee reported that from 1996-98, undemocratic regimes like Colombia, Algeria and 

Peru purchased more than R300 million rand worth of arms from South Africa.[50] Pretoria’s 

support for tyrants in Swaziland and Zimbabwe were the most extreme cases, especially after 

Mbeki took power in 1999 and democrats rose to challenge tyrants. 

 

Instead of combating adverse global, regional or local power balances, Mandela’s government 

generally legitimized the status quo. The occasional exception – his outrage at the execution of 

Nigerian environmental activist Ken Saro-Wiwa – proved the rule; the unanimous backlash against 

Mandela by other African elites convinced Pretoria not to side with democratic movements. Only 

Palestine solidarity was durable, but this only after Pretoria’s pro-Zionist (black) ambassador was 

replaced in the early 2000s. And because the post-apartheid era’s internal social unrest festered, 

one result was amongst the world’s worst cases of xenophobia. 

 

But while the ANC was coopted into a local (Bantustan elite) role in managing global apartheid, the 

internal struggle against injustice started from day one. By 1995, Mandela pronounced, “Let it be 

clear to all that the battle against the forces of anarchy and chaos has been joined,” referring to 

the rumble of mass actions, wildcat strikes, land and building invasions and other disruptions.[51] 

Thus, while often dismissed as Mandela’s honeymoon period, the 1994-99 phase of post-apartheid 

capitalist consolidation included anti-neoliberal protest by trade unions, community-based 

organisations, women’s and youth groups, Non-Governmental Organisations, think-tanks, networks 

of CBOs and NGOs, progressive churches, political groups and independent leftists.  

 

To illustrate, the initial 1994 upsurge of confident liberatory shopfloor, student and community 

wildcat protests gradually subsided, yet sustained critiques of macroeconomic and microeconomic 

policies were periodically recorded against the Finance Ministry, Reserve Bank and Minister of 

Trade and Industry, for: 

· imposing sometimes draconian fiscal conservatism; 

 

· leaving Value Added Tax intact on basic goods; 

 

· amplifying tax cuts favouring big firms and rich people; 

 



· repaying apartheid-era foreign debt; 

 

· restructuring the state pension funds to benefit old-guard civil servants; 

 

· letting the country’s largest corporates shift their financial headquarters to London; 

 

· liberalising foreign exchange and turning a blind eye to capital flight; 

 

· granting permission to demutualise the two big insurance companies; 

 

· failing to more aggressively regulate financial institutions; 

 

· not putting discernable pressure on the Reserve Bank to bring down interest rates; 

 

· advancing legislation that would have transferred massive pension fund surpluses (subsequent to 

the stock market bubble) from joint-worker/employer control straight to employers; 

 

· making deep cuts in protective tariffs leading to massive job loss; 

 

· giving out billions of dollars worth of “supply-side” subsidies for Spatial Development Initiatives, 

considered “corporate welfare’; 

 

· cutting decentralisation grants which led to the devastation of ex-bantustan production sites; 

 

· generating merely tokenistic attempts at small business promotion; 

 

· lifting the Usury Act exemption (i.e., deregulating the 32 per cent interest rate ceiling on loans); 

and 

 

· failing to impose a meaningful anti-monopoly and corporate regulatory regime. 

 

These are merely a few of the late 1990s economic policy grievances that attracted critique from 

radical civil society activists, along with campaigns in a variety of other sectoral development 

fields: land reform, water, energy, housing, welfare, education, local government, environment, 

defense, policing, foreign affairs, labor, broadcasting, health, transport, public works, public 

services, justice, public enterprises and sports.[52] Some of these concerned mid-1990s governance 

debates during the chaotic transition, especially given the truncated nature of municipal 

democracy described above.[53]  

 

The state soon turned to the task of systemicatic demobilisation of community groups that had 

played such an important role in destabilizing apartheid.[54] One example was the SA National 

Civic Organisation (Sanco), which the ANC began to fund by the late 1990s, leading to a much 

denuded institution. After all, it was in the urban sphere where most such struggles unfolded 

(although in 2001 a “Landless Peoples Movement” briefly arose).  

 

There, capital began to earn a status as the ANC’s ally of deracialisation. The most important voice 

of business was the Johannesburg-based Urban Foundation, later renamed the Centre for 

Development and Enterprise, which attempted to win civics to their position. One of its leading 

strategists, Jeff McCarthy, had argued that winning civics over to a “market-oriented” urban policy 

would “hasten the prospect of alliances on broader political questions of ‘vision’.”[55]  

 

In other words, a consensus on urban issues would then form the basis for a new post-apartheid 



political order. The option of joining up with this political-economic project was perhaps the most 

important choice that civics faced in the short- and medium-term. Until 1994, the civics were 

resolutely anti-capitalist but after demobilisation began in earnest in the wake of the country’s May 

1994 liberation, Sanco turned to a corporatist relationship with the ruling party, leading in the late 

1990s to a revival of the civics under a new guise, more commonly referred to as the “new social 

movements”.  

 

These new movements started off in Durban at the end of Mandela’s reign, when ANC stalwart 

Fatima Meer – for a long period, Mandela’s official biographer – came to the mainly Indian suburb of 

Chatsworth to gather votes for the ruling party ahead of the 2000 municipal election. Along with 

local charismatic intellectual Ashwin Desai, she very quickly realized that ANC elites were the main 

opponents of poor and working-class Chatsworth residents, and switched sides in 1999.  

 

A few months later, in Soweto, Trevor Ngwane did the same, moving from regional leader of the 

ANC and Johannesburg City Councilor, to the main face of left opposition. After being fired from 

the ANC because he opposed water commercialization, he organized the Soweto Electricity Crisis 

Committee and then the Anti-Privatisation Forum in 2000. In Cape Town, the Anti-Eviction 

Campaign appeared soon afterwards.  

 

Critical civil society of this sort was meant to be nurtured, according to official documents such as 

the 1994 RDP: “Social Movements and Community-Based Organisations are a major asset in the 

effort to democratise and develop our society. Attention must be given to enhancing the capacity 

of such formations to adapt to partially changed roles. Attention must also be given to extending 

social-movement and CBO structures into areas and sectors where they are weak or non-

existent.”[56] 

 

This did not happen, as an enormous funding boost meant for civics and other CBOs in late 1994 was 

diverted by Roelf Meyer and Valli Moosa of the Ministry of Constitutional Development into 

advertising (by Saatchi&Saatchi) the state’s unsuccessful Masakhane campaign, aimed at getting 

poor people to start paying for state services they had boycotted payment for during apartheid. 

Perhaps the most charitable interpretation of the state-society relationship desired by the ANC can 

be found in an important discussion paper circulated widely within the party. Author Joel 

Netshitenzhe insisted that, due to “counter-action by those opposed to change,” civil society 

should serve the ruling party’s agenda: 

 

Mass involvement is therefore both a spear of rapid advance and a shield against resistance. Such 

involvement should be planned to serve the strategic purpose, proceeding from the premise that 

revolutionaries deployed in various areas of activity at least try to pull in the same direction. When 

“pressure from below” is exerted, it should aim at complementing the work of those who are 

exerting “pressure” against the old order “from above.”[57] 

However, by the late 1990s, Pretoria’s neoliberal policies had severely deleterious effects on urban 

South Africa, and resistance began rematerialising. Because of a simultaneous political break from 

the African National Congress, the most substantial community groups that formed the Concerned 

Citizens Forum of Durban in 1999 and Johannesburg Anti-Privatisation Forum in 2000 were mainly 

disconnected from the Sanco civics, even if many of their leaders (like Meer, Desai and Trevor 

Ngwane) had been forged in the earlier round of urban struggles. 

 

For many, the traditional goals of socialism via state power remained intact, a point reiterated by 

the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee and Anti-Privatisation Forum, for example.[58] 

 

Still, as the first Mandela moment of post-apartheid South Africa passed, something bigger began to 

jell around 1999, when social movements emerged to offer radical challenges to the status quo, 



including the Treatment Action Campaign with their stunningly successful single-issue concerns 

about AIDS medicines, and the new urban social movements with their much broader potential but 

much greater disappointments. It is, in their wake, that the traditions of Mandela can best be 

recalled: full liberation, even if as President there was less socio-economic and environmental 

progress than there should have been.  

 

To solve South Africa’s vast problems – not least of which is being both a major victim and a major 

villain when it comes to climate change – will require a major overhaul of every system in our lives 

here: production, consumption and social reproduction, energy, transport, agriculture, disposal, 

financing and everything in between. What is Mandela’s legacy, if not cementing the worst features 

of these systems, aside from beginning to undo their correlation with racism?  

 

The solution to the problems that Mandela left behind will only come when a democratic society 

votes for a political party – probably the one after the ANC fully degenerates and loses power, 

perhaps in 2019 after six more years of destruction under Jacob Zuma’s rule – to overturn all these 

inheritances of apartheid capitalism. And then, an eco-socialist and feminist perspective within a 

strong but loving state will be vital.  

 

No one said it better than Mandela himself, when in January 1990 he wrote to the Mass 

Democractic Movement: “The nationalisation of the mines, banks and monopoly industries is the 

policy of the ANC, and a change or modification of our views in this regard is inconceivable. Black 

economic empowerment is a goal we fully support and encourage, but in our situation state control 

of certain sectors of the economy is unavoidable.”[59]  

 

Getting to that place is harder, given the legacy of the 1990s. Ironically, though, to transcend the 

society he has left us, the memory of Nelson Mandela will inspire many,  

 

And in one way or another they will always ask, when reminded of the problems caused by the 

“devil’s pact,” was he pushed or did he jump? Perhaps he did both. 
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Heroically leading ANC to power but struggle tragically into dead end 
Weizmann Hamilton and Thamsanqa Dumezweni, DSM (CWI South Africa) 8 
December 2013 
 
The Democratic Socialist Movement offers condolences to the Mandela 
family and all those in South Africa and internationally who are mourning 
the passing of Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela. Mandela is a symbol of the 
struggles and sacrifices of millions over decades to end apartheid and win 
democracy. The hopes and aspirations of that heroic struggle – with the 
mighty black working class playing the decisive role – were invested in 
Mandela. We recognise him for his role in the defeat of one of the most 
odious systems of oppression and exploitation in history.  
 
Mandela’s death on Thursday 5th December 2013 brings to an end a period 
of pre-mourning that commenced six months ago when he was admitted to 
hospital with a recurrent lung infection. His lung condition had its origin in 
the tuberculosis he contracted during hard labour in lime quarries on 
Robben Island where he served the first part of his 27 years in prison for 
fighting apartheid. For many his death will be seen as a welcome relief 
from the suffering he endured as he lay completely incapacitated in his 
Houghton home in Johannesburg, not least because it was widely believed 
that the ANC leadership was cynically keeping him alive with the intention 



of pulling the plug to derive the maximum benefit from his death in the 
2014 elections.  
 
Integrity and commitment  
Mandela is rightly revered worldwide as a statesman ranking along great 
figures of history like Mohatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King. He is 
recognised for his role in the defeat of one of the most reviled regimes on 
the planet and one the most odious systems of oppression and exploitation 
in history. He has acquired the status of universal hero not least because 
of his demonstration in practice of his commitment to self-sacrifice for a 
noble cause – the national liberation of the black majority. This is 
captured by his declaration, during the Treason Trial, that non-racialism 
was a principle that he was prepared, ‘if needs be’, to die for.  
 
His willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice for the cause is borne out by 
the fact that he personally undertook the task of establishing the ANC’s 
armed wing, Umkhonto weSizwe (MK), secretly paying visits to countries 
like Algeria to seek support for the armed struggle leading him to be 
installed as MK’s first commander-in-chief. His steadfast refusal to accept 
any kind of compromise from the apartheid regime in exchange for his 
freedom, choosing instead to endure twenty-seven years of incarceration, 
reinforced his stature as a man of principle and integrity committed to the 
service of his people in sharp contrast to today’s unprincipled, corrupt 
political elite that is seen by many as trampling on the legacy he entrusted 
to them.  
 
The current ANC leadership falsely portrays the defeat of apartheid as the 
more or less inevitable culmination of the continent’s oldest liberation 
movement’s hundred-year long march to victory. There can be little 
doubt, however, that, in terms of commitment, political and ideological 
outlook, strategy and tactics the ANC that endeared itself to the masses is 
the one of Mandela, of the second half of its centenary rather than it’s 
first.  
 
Mandela transforms ANC  
As part of a new generation of young leaders in the 1940s, inspired by the 
colonial revolution that shook imperialism at the end of the second world 
war, Mandela and his comrades, principally, Walter Sisulu and Oliver 
Tambo, shook up an ANC leadership whose character until then was deter-
mined by the road along which they had sought salvation for the oppressed 
– begging the Queen of England to release the black oppressed from 
bondage while pledging, as subjects, their undying loyalty to her and the 
British empire.  
 
From an organisation whose methods consisted of pleas and petitions, 
Mandela and his comrades, having taken control of the ANC Youth League 
and adopting the 1949 Programme of Action, converted the ANC for the 
first time into an organisation committed to achieving its objectives by 
mass action – defiance campaigns, bus boycotts, anti-pass law protests and 
stay-aways.  
 
From this followed the adoption of the Freedom Charter, whose radical 
demands reflected the extent to which the working class masses had come 
to influence the outlook of the ANC, in contrast to the pre-Mandela 
leadership’s hostile distance corresponding to their class separation. From 
that point onwards up to liberation in 1994, it was possible for the 
antagonistic class aspirations of the working masses and those of the 
middle class – the aspirant black capitalist class – held in common 
subjugation by the white minority regime, to co-exist in the same 
organisation under the same programme in mutual commitment to over-



throw white minority rule. It would not matter… until it mattered. Until, 
that is, the time came to implement the Freedom Charter.  
 
The next elections will be taking place twenty years since the end of 
apartheid. The historic 1994 elections symbolised the triumph of the 
national liberation struggle – the lifting of the yoke of racial oppression 
and the opening of the doors to a society in which black people, now a 
head taller, could stand side-by-side with their white counterparts as 
equals. Assured by the promises of a better life for all and the strength of 
their numbers, the black majority embraced the generosity Mandela 
championed towards the white minority. Mandela’s leadership, it was 
believed, had averted a racial civil war thought unavoidable.  
 
With a leadership that demonstrated an apparently single-minded 
determination to lead its people to freedom, there was no reason to doubt 
the promise of a better life for all to come. Through Mandela’s leadership, 
a new democratic dispensation based on what has been described as the 
most progressive constitution in the world had been ushered in. On its 
foundations there would arise a new, ‘rainbow nation’, from which racial 
oppression and its companions – poverty, illiteracy, disease, homelessness 
– would be banished ‘never again’, in Mandela’s words, to return. In this 
new SA there would be equality of opportunity for all in a nation ‘united in 
its diversity’.  
 
Reality looks different  
As SA completes the second decade of democracy, reality looks rather 
different from the promise that came out of the negotiated political 
settlement worked out in the early 1990s. Although the racist FW De Klerk 
government duly vacated the seat of political power for the ANC, and the 
ANC has been regularly returned with large majorities, for the 
overwhelming majority little has changed.  
 
A striking feature of the eulogising of Mandela, is the conflicting class 
interests converging around what appears to be a common public 
manifestation of a nation united in its pre-mourning.  
 
The ‘nation’ that Mandela has bequeathed is as unreconstructed today as 
it was before the end of apartheid, disaggregated into its two main social 
forces – the working class on the one side and the capitalist class on the 
other. SA is reputed to be the most unequal society on Earth. As many as 8 
million are unemployed, 12 million go to bed hungry, millions are excluded 
from decent education, health and housing.  
 
The ruling ANC elite is exhibiting the same characteristics as the one which 
it replaced – corrupt, inept and with an insatiable appetite for self-
enrichment and power. Even worse, whilst condemning apartheid order 
policies as a crime against humanity, the representatives of the new elite 
are displaying a growing infatuation with similar methods of rule as their 
predecessors, taking shelter behind repressive legislation such as the 
Secrecy Act, the National Key Points Act and the Traditional Courts Bill to 
secure their grip on power, and to keep the nation in the same sort of dark 
secrecy and repression as the apartheid regime.  
 
Instead of the fulfilment of the dreams of equality and prosperity the 
masses had been led to believe lay in store for them under democracy, its 
benefits have accrued to only a tiny minority. Far from the promised 
‘Rainbow Nation’ of equals, SA today resembles, as ANC secretary general 
Gwede Mantashe has himself admitted, ‘an Irish Coffee’ – black at the 
bottom, on top a thin layer of white cream sprinkled with chocolate.  
 



A common theme running through the overwhelming majority of 
evaluations of Mandela’s life is that the conduct of his successors in the 
ANC leadership and his squabbling family represent not just a departure 
from everything that Mandela stood for, but constitute the desecration of 
his legacy. Does this assessment stand the test of close scrutiny?  
 
Capitalist commentators would have us believe that SA would have been if 
not the country of our dreams then at least a better place had Mandela’s 
successors continued to walk in his footsteps. The truth, however, is that 
this is precisely what they did, at least in respect of all the fundamental 
questions of policy on which the ANC’s near twenty-year rule has been 
based.  
 
Mandela and Gear  
Mandela played the decisive role in the abandonment of the Freedom 
Charter and everything the ANC was believed to have held sacred until 
then. The decisive break was the adoption of the Growth, Employment and 
Redistribution (Gear) programme in 1996. Gear was to bring the ANC 
government incrementally into open collision with the working class – in 
the workplace, townships and squatter camps and tertiary education 
institutions and introduced the first serious strains in the Tripartite 
Alliance. The difference between Mandela’s reign and that of all his 
successors is more in style than substance.  
 
Somewhat unfairly, for instance, Mbeki, who proudly proclaimed himself a 
Thatcherite, has come to be personally associated with Gear. Yet Gear was 
adopted under Mandela’s presidency. In spite of the fact that Mbeki 
spearheaded the adoption of Gear, he did so with Mandela’s (and that of 
the rest of the ANC leadership including the SACP’s) full blessing.  
 
Within the period between his release in 1990 and the ANC’s accession to 
power four years later, Mandela’s position swung from an unswerving 
commitment to the Freedom Charter and a reaffirmation of its na-
tionalisation clauses at its heart as fundamental to ANC policy, to a 
declaration, well before the ANC entered parliament that privatisation – at 
the heart of Gear’s original strategic objectives – was now the ANC’s 
fundamental policy. It was Mandela that led the ANC to power with the 
promise of jobs for all, and the same Mandela who declared in parliament 
after Gear had been adopted that the ANC government was ‘not a job-
creating agency’.  
 
In performing this heart transplant, Dr Mandela did not consult the 
patient. Whereas the adoption of the Freedom Charter was the 
culmination of the most democratic process in the ANC’s history, the 
adoption of Gear was profoundly undemocratic. The Freedom Charter was 
the summation of the in-puts of thousands of workers in urban and rural 
areas and of people of all walks of life across the country whose proposals 
were written on pieces of paper and forwarded to the Congress of the 
People there to be incorporated.  
 
Gear on the other hand was developed behind the backs not just of the 
membership, but of the majority of even the ANC cabinet itself. It was 
adopted and implemented in 1996, and presented to the member-ship at 
the ANC’s Mafikeng conference in 1997 as an accomplished fact after it 
had already been approved by big business.  
 
As former MK leader, SACP Central Committee member and Intelligence 
Minister Ronnie Kasrils confirms, in an admission astonishing for its 
honesty, under Mandela’s leadership, the ANC betrayed the ‘poorest of the 
poor’ to domestic capital and imperialism in the Codesa negotiations.  



 
Business pacts with Mandela  
Quoting Stellenbosch University’s Sampie Terreblanche, Kasrils writes: 
‘…by late 1993 big business strategies – hatched in 1991 at the mining 
mogul Harry Oppenheimer’s Johannesburg residence – were crystallizing in 
secret late-night discussions at the Development Bank of South Africa. 
Present were South Africa’s mineral and energy leaders, the bosses of US 
and British companies with a presence in South Africa…’  
 
What transpired out of these ‘late-night discussions’? Kasrils reveals: 
‘Nationalisation of the mines and [the commanding] heights of the 
economy as envisaged by the Freedom Charter was abandoned.’ Kasrils 
describes how the ANC leadership prostrated itself before domestic capital 
and imperialism: ‘The ANC accepted responsibility for a vast apartheid-era 
debt… a wealth tax on the super-rich to fund developmental projects was 
set aside, and domestic and international corporations, enriched by 
apartheid, were excused from any financial reparations. Extremely tight 
budgetary obligations were instituted that would tie the hands of any 
future governments; obligations to implement a free trade policy and 
abolish all forms of tariff protection in keeping with neo-liberal free trade 
fundamentals were accepted. Big corporations were allowed to shift their 
main listings abroad.’  
 
The roots of the ANC leadership’s latter-day disenchantment with the 
constitution, and their growing exasperation with the parliamentary 
democracy itself, are to be found in the trampling of their own internal 
democracy.  
 
Contrary to the propaganda of the old regime, the ANC leadership, despite 
its embrace of the SACP, was never infected by the ‘disease’ of 
communism. Mbeki, whose ideological outlook has falsely been portrayed 
as fundamentally at variance with that of Mandela’s, in stating such was 
merely echoing within earshot of the working class what Mandela had 
made crystal clear already back in 1956, within a year of the adoption of 
the Freedom Charter, and later at the Treason Trial in 1964.  
 
He did not want the Freedom Charter to be confused with socialism. The 
Freedom Charter, he explained ‘…is by no means a blue-print for a 
socialist state. It calls for the redistribution, but not nationalisation, of 
land; it provides for nationalisation of mines, banks, and monopoly 
industry, because big monopolies are owned by one race only, and without 
such nationalisation racial domination would be perpetuated despite the 
spread of political power.  
 
As we have pointed out before, the ANC’s support for nationalisation has 
never been as a step towards the abolition of capitalism, but to use the 
state to accelerate the development of a black capitalist class in much the 
same way as the Nats did for the development of an Afrikaner bourgeoisie. 
As Mandela explained in the Treason Trial: ‘The ANC’s [nationalisation] 
policy corresponds with the old policy of the present Nationalist Party 
which, for many years, had as part of its programme the nationalisation of 
the gold mines which, at that time, were controlled by foreign capital.’  
 
Mandela before elections  
The ANC finds itself at this point in history, not because it has been 
derailed from the historical path it plotted for itself, but because this is 
where, given its history, social character and historical purpose, it has 
always been headed.  
 
The ANC’s surrender of the mandate of the Congress of the People at 



Codesa was no deviation from this path. In fact it was the fulfilment of the 
ANC’s historical mission. It was signalled in Mandela’s Treason Trial speech 
where he made clear the leadership’s preparedness to compromise even 
on the fundamental principle of majority rule based on one-person-one-
vote by offering to negotiate for a limited number of seats for blacks for a 
fixed period to be followed by a gradual increase after a fixed period. He 
signalled this further by engaging in secret negotiations with 
representatives of the apartheid regime’s intelligence services and big 
business as early as 1985 for which he had no mandate from his own 
organisation.  
 
The ‘talks about talks’ that followed in the form of more high level 
engagements with the regime were preceded by talks with members of the 
political establishment in 1987 in Dakar Senegal. The abandonment of the 
armed struggle without any consultations with the MK cadres or even Chris 
Hani, proved that the armed struggle had always been nothing more than a 
propaganda of the deed tactic to force the regime to the negotiating 
table. Codesa was the logical sequel.  
 
The Nobel Peace prize was conferred on Mandela and De Klerk to 
perpetuate the myth that the negotiated settlement was the fortuitous 
confluence of the conversion on the road to Damascus of an Afrikaner-led 
capitalist establishment and a Mandela-led ANC leadership magnanimous in 
its victory. But as even Mandela felt obliged to point out, the country was 
liberated not by him or the ANC leadership but the working masses 
themselves.  
 
If imperialism and the capitalist establishment in SA exerted pressure on 
the apartheid regime to negotiate with the ANC it was because they 
understood that the struggles of the masses – from the 1973 strikes in 
Natal to the 1976 uprising of the youth to the insurrectionary movement of 
the 1980s spurred by the establishment of the UDF and in particular the 
socialist consciousness of the workers of Cosatu – posed a mortal threat to 
their system. Had white minority rule be overthrown by an insurrection of 
the masses, the future of capitalism itself would have been threatened. 
The behind-the-scenes negotiations with Mandela had convinced the more 
far-sighted strategists of capital that Mandela was a man they could do 
business with. Mandela had never contemplated the abolition of 
capitalism. His problem was not capitalism per se, but a capitalism that 
favoured one race against the other. For this the ruling class is forever 
grateful to Mandela.  
 
The ANC leadership was never committed to thoroughgoing transformation 
of SA society. Far from desiring the over-throw of capitalism, it sought 
accommodation within it. With capitalism now in the throes of its worst 
crisis since the 1930s, the incapacity of this capitalist government to fulfil 
the expectations of the people has become more and acute. The crisis of 
capitalism is reflected now in the ANC itself.  
 
New workers’ party  
Almost as if conspiring to affect symmetry in the life cycle of the party he 
led so heroically and that of Mandela himself, history appears to have 
determined that Mandela’s passing should coincide with the implosion of 
the ANC.  
 
For the ruling ANC elite Mandela’s passing is certainly a welcome 
distraction from the latest blows to their credibility as the Public 
Protector’s reports just released contained damning findings of corruption 
and maladministration against two of his ministers to add to the ongoing 
saga of the provisional report into corruption associated with the more 



than R200m spent on president Zuma’s private residence in Nkandla, Kwa-
Zulu Natal.  
 
No doubt the ANC leadership will use Mandela’s death to try and revive the 
fortunes of a party that has alienated the working class to the point where 
the special congress of the National Union of Metal Workers scheduled for 
13-16 December, is widely expected to pass a resolution not to support the 
ANC in the 2014 elections and to withhold its R8m contribution from its 
campaign coffers. Against the background of a survey of shop stewards 
political attitudes revealing that 67% of Cosatu shop stewards would 
support a workers’ party should Cosatu support it. The passing of such a 
resolution would reverberate across organised workers within and beyond 
Cosatu, almost certainly split the federation itself and deal a severe blow 
to the ANC’s electoral performance. That is why Cosatu president S’dumo 
Dlamini, leader of the pro-Zuma capitalist faction in Cosatu, has wasted no 
time in cynically using the occasion to appeal for unity for “Mandela’s 
sake”.  
 
But any benefit from the sympathy of the masses will be at best 
temporary. For all Zuma’s eulogising of Mandela as SA’s “greatest son”, for 
many the country is being presided over by its worst. So low is Zuma’s 
standing that his closest advisors are reported to hold him in barely 
concealed contempt cringing at the thought that the ANC’s most revered 
leader is to be buried by its most reviled, who with his shameless embrace 
of Zulu chauvinism had revived the very tribalism that the ANC was 
created to combat, clearing the way for the relatively progressive 
nationalism of the ANC to follow in the ignominious footsteps of the racist 
reactionary nationalism of the apartheid Nationalist Party. In burying the 
founder of the modern ANC, the first by the last, Zuma will be burying the 
modern incarnation of the party itself.  
 
With him will be buried the last rays of its halo as a liberation 
organisation. The death of Mandela will most likely accelerate the process 
of the ANC’s decline. Around him the ANC was still able to cohere, to bask 
in his reflected glory. With the Workers and Socialist Party, already with 
the support now of the National Transport Movement – the 50 000-strong 
break away from Cosatu’s corruption infested SA Transport and Allied 
Workers Union, - acting as a beacon, the way is being cleared for the 
emergence of a mass working class alternative with a socialist programme. 
 
Thus whilst the capitalist class mourns the imminent collapse of its Codesa 
salvation, the working class has awoken to the sounds of the guns of 
Marikana – the party they believed for so long to be their own is in fact the 
party of the bosses. What happened in reality was an exchange of political 
captains of capitalism; the racist white government was replaced by a 
‘non-racist’ democratically elected government based on the black 
majority.  
 
The establishment of the Workers and Socialist Party represents an historic 
step for-ward: the reclamation by the proletariat of its class and political 
independence, its liberation from the ideological and political prison camp 
of the ANC and the Tripartite Alliance in which it was incarcerated for 
nearly two decades. The march towards a socialist SA, from which the 
working class had been diverted since 1994, has now resumed.  
 
The capitalists and their spokespersons are justified to be worried by the 
death of Mandela. Even if some of them are shedding crocodile tears, the 
point is that he gave SA capitalism a new lease on life. It is almost twenty 
years now since his ANC came to power. These twenty years have 
consistently revealed the brutality of capitalism – poverty, unemployment 



and inequality to which his ANC leaders refer as triple challenges. Under 
capitalism they cannot do away with them. Only under socialism will the 
workers rid society of these capitalist evils. It remains for the workers and 
youth of today to follow what is the best example set by Mandela – selfless 
and determined struggle – but also to learn that in the struggle we are 
fighting a compromise with a class enemy is impermissible, because they 
inevitably lead to betrayals of the masses as capitalism cannot meet their 
aspirations. More importantly, they must learn that the working class 
should only rely on its independent political leadership, organisations and 
programme to transform society in its own interests and those of the poor, 
for a socialist South Africa and a socialist world.  
www.socialistworld.net 

 

How the Defeat of Trade Unionism Gave Rise to Low-Wage Jobs 

Leo Panitch: Giant corporations like Wal-Mart actively suppress unionization among workers 

Leo Panitch interviewed by Jaisal Noor on the Real News Network 5 December 2013 

 

JAISAL NOOR, TRNN PRODUCER: Welcome to The Real News Network. I'm Jaisal Noor in Baltimore.  

 

Fast food workers are preparing to strike across the country Thursday, demanding an increase of 

pay to $15 an hour. Thursday's major day of action--organizers say 100 cities will take part--comes 

just six days after more than 100 people were arrested nationwide at Black Friday protests against 

major retail outlets.  

 

It's also important to note that while it's commonly believed that the vast majority of low-wage 

workers are teenagers, their average age is actually 35. More than a quarter have children, and 

more than half work full-time, those numbers courtesy of the Economic Policy Institute.  

 

Now joining us to give some context to these latest strikes is Leo Panitch. He's the Canada Research 

Chair in Comparative Political Economy and a distinguished research professor of political science 

at York University in Toronto, author of many books, including The Making of Global Capitalism: 

The Political Economy of American Empire.  

 

Thank you so much for joining us. 

 

LEO PANITCH, PROF. POLITICAL SCIENCE, YORK UNIVERSITY: Glad to be here. 

 

NOOR: So we wanted to give you a chance to kind of give some context to the increasing use of 

low-wage workers across America and other countries and the protest against that trend. And a big, 

a major driving force for these protests--and it's been--this has been used to kind of criticize them 

as well--are major unions like SEIU. But major unions weren't always interested in organizing these 

low-wage workers. What's brought about this change? 

 

PANITCH: Well, you know, I think people are missing, in all the attention that's being paid to the 

vastly growing inequality in the United States and other Western capitalist countries, that the 

fundamental reason for it is not some shift in taxes, but the fundamental reason for it has been the 

defeat of trade unionism in the United States and elsewhere, at least since the early 1980s. Insofar 

as there was a tendency to the equalization of incomes--and it by no means went all that far in the 

postwar period--it was because for a few decades after 1945, trade unions were strong vis-à-vis 

their employers. And that had to do with some legal rights they'd won. It also had to do with the 

wage militancy of those unions and their ability to coerce corporations to pay workers higher 



wages, better benefits, give them more secure employment. And the reason that CEOs didn't pay 

themselves the astronomical amounts they pay themselves today was precisely because of the bad 

example it set in terms of the next collective bargaining round.  

 

Now, what has happened everywhere, although especially in the United States, is that unions have 

been defeated. That was a concerted effort on the part of employers through the 1970s and 1980s. 

It was aided by the Federal Reserve's very high interest rate policy, which purposely drove up 

unemployment. And in driving up unemployment, it gave the unions a loss of nerve.  

 

And it was added to by such actions by the Reagan administration as the ending of the PATCO 

strike, the strike of the air traffic controllers, and the imprisonment of their members. And this 

was a union that had voted Republican in 1980. It voted for Reagan in 1980. And it had to do with a 

shift of a good deal of industry to the American South, to those states where there were so-called 

right-to-work provisions, i.e., right to not belong to a union--right of employers to prevent you 

joining a union is what it really means. And then it had to do with the fact that so much of the 

enormous growth in retail services in the United States--and elsewhere, but especially the United 

States--has taken place in jurisdictions where it is difficult to unionize, especially, again, in the 

American South. And that then has spread like wildfire around the country and capitalism more 

broadly. That's the fundamental reason for the growth in inequality.  

 

The tax system only tinkers with the incomes we get in the labor market. It can adjust those. It can 

make some slight--have some effect on them, whether taxation is more or less progressive. But the 

main fundamental reason has to do with the incomes that people get in the labor market.  

 

And what has happened increasingly is that even in those industries where there used to be well-

paid workers, increasingly unions have been forced to engage in concession bargaining, and such 

new employees as are taken in are taken in at half or two-thirds of the wages of those who'd been 

employed there for a long time, with much worse benefits. 

 

NOOR: Now, Leo, I wanted to just interrupt briefly and talk about the issue of these millions of 

low-wage workers that obviously are contributing to inequality in this country. 

 

PANITCH: [inaud.] McDonald's workers. People who used to earn good wages as steel or 

autoworkers are now McDonald's workers or Walmart workers; or at least steelworkers and 

autoworkers who used to be able to get their sons or daughters or nephews or nieces into steel or 

auto plants are now Walmart workers, etc.  

 

So, you know, this isn't some other category. This isn't some group from Mars that suddenly has 

arrived with the label "low-paid workers" on their foreheads. This is the same working class. And 

that applies whether they're black Americans or Latinos or whatever. In fact, black Americans in 

the auto industry were precisely the ones who benefited most from unionization, and they're the 

ones and their children are the ones who have suffered most from the defeat of unionization. So, 

yes, there's been this growth of low-wage workers, but it is a growth that comes out of a working-

class which previously had a chance of becoming a high-wage working-class. 

 

NOOR: So, traditionally unions didn't try to unionize these sectors. 

 

PANITCH: That's kind of the myth. Of course, these are very difficult industries to organize. Do you 

know that Walmart employs an army of 200 lawyers and public relations officials whose only job it 

is when there's any attempt at unionization is to send in firefighters into any store to prevent it 

happening? Do you know the number of times since Walmart's existence that they have conducted 

what in any jurisdiction would be considered unfair bargaining to prevent unionization? These are 



very, very committed antiunion employers. 

 

NOOR: I'm not doubting that at all. But can you talk about this recent push to unionize, or even for 

these workers to come together and protest and demand a higher wage and demand better working 

conditions? 

 

PANITCH: [inaud.] a push than it is. There's no question that the fight for 15, which is led by the 

SEIU, is impressive--or at least SEIU is behind it. There's no question that our Walmart or the 

Walmart warehouse workers campaigns are supported by some unions, such as the United Electrical 

Workers union. But the amount that's been put into this is miniscule, and the number of organizers 

who are spending most of their time on this is miniscule compared to the people who in the 1930s 

organized the CIO unions, the Canadian Auto Workers, the American autoworkers, or the 

Steelworkers, or what have you. 

 

NOOR: I wanted to kind of address some of the arguments against raising the wages for these 

workers. For example, the argument goes that it'll create inflation, that while wages may go up, 

prices will go up, too. Higher wages will make it harder for the U.S. to compete internationally with 

the developing world.  

 

PANITCH: [inaud.] question that the growth of globalization, the spread of global capitalism, the 

extent to which working classes have been created in so many developing countries at such a quick 

pace, whether it's China or Brazil or what have you, certainly has an effect in terms of pulling down 

and making less bold the unions in the advanced capitalist countries.  

 

But this has also been an explicit strategy on the part of the multinational corporations in question, 

not least corporations like Walmart. So this isn't just happening all of itself.  

 

Now, insofar as it would have consequences, in terms of inflation the evidence is that the Fed and 

the Treasury are much more worried about deflation. Interest rates are so low, as in any other 

circumstance, to induce inflation. And the reason that the Fed is so confident that it can keep 

interest rates so low--and this is true not only in the United States but elsewhere, in Canada and 

Europe, as well--is because precisely workers are so defeated, are so beaten down, unions are so 

incapable of getting wage increases for their members.  

 

Were they able to do so and it were to produce some inflationary pressures, that would be a bloody 

good thing. In fact, the Fed is very worried that despite its very low interest rates, inflation is not 

getting anywhere near its target of 2 percent a year, which is considered healthy. And the reason it 

isn't is because there isn't the consumer demand for capitalists to invest, despite very low interest 

rates. And the reason there isn't consumer demand is that people don't have enough income to buy 

this stuff, especially after the financial crash made credit more difficult or made people very 

worried about paying off their debt. 

 

NOOR: We're going to wrap up this part of our discussion, and we're going to continue this just in a 

moment, and we're going to post this, both parts, at TheRealNews.com. We're going to talk about 

what the labor movement can do, what the working class can do to address these problems in just a 

moment.  

 

Thank you so much for joining us for part one, Leo. 

 

PANITCH: Happy to be here. 

 

NOOR: You can follow us on Twitter @therealnews, Tweet me questions and story ideas 



@jaisalnoor.  

 

Thank you so much for joining us.  

 

therealnews.com 

 

Leo Panitch is the Canada Research Chair in Comparative Political Economy and a Distinguished 

Research Professor of Political Science at York University in Toronto. He is the author of many 

books, the most recent of which include UK Deutscher Book Prize winner The Making of Global 

Capitalism: the Political Economy of American Empire, and In and Out of Crisis: The Financial 
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Top 10 Ways the US is the Most Corrupt Country in the World 
Juan Cole 4 December 2013 
 
Those ratings that castigate Afghanistan and some other poor countries as 
hopelessly “corrupt” always imply that the United States is not corrupt. 
 
While it is true that you don’t typically have to bribe your postman to 
deliver the mail in the US, in many key ways America’s political and 
financial practices make it in absolute terms far more corrupt than the 
usual global South suspects. After all, the US economy is worth over $16 
trillion a year, so in our corruption a lot more money changes hands. 
 
1. Instead of having short, publicly-funded political campaigns with limited 
and/or free advertising (as a number of Western European countries do), 
the US has long political campaigns in which candidates are dunned big 
bucks for advertising. They are therefore forced to spend much of their 
time fundraising, which is to say, seeking bribes. All American politicians 
are basically on the take, though many are honorable people. They are 
forced into it by the system. House Majority leader John Boehner has 
actually just handed out cash on the floor of the House from the tobacco 
industry to other representatives. 
 
When French President Nicolas Sarkozy was defeated in 2012, soon 
thereafter French police actually went into his private residence searching 
for an alleged $50,000 in illicit campaign contributions from the L’Oreale 
heiress. I thought to myself, seriously? $50,000 in a presidential campaign? 
Our presidential campaigns cost a billion dollars each! $50,000 is a 
rounding error, not a basis for police action. Why, George W. Bush took 
millions from arms manufacturers and then ginned up a war for them, and 
the police haven’t been anywhere near his house. 
 
American politicians don’t represent “the people.” With a few honorable 
exceptions, they represent the the 1%. American democracy is being 
corrupted out of existence. 
 
2. That politicians can be bribed to reduce regulation of industries like 
banking (what is called “regulatory capture”) means that they will be so 
bribed. Billions were spent and 3,000 lobbyists employed by bankers to 
remove cumbersome rules in the zeroes. Thus, political corruption enabled 
financial corruption (in some cases legalizing it!) Without regulations and 
government auditing, the finance sector went wild and engaged in corrupt 
practices that caused the 2008 crash. Too bad the poor Afghans can’t just 



legislate their corruption out of existence by regularizing it, the way Wall 
street did. 
 
3. That the chief villains of the 2008 meltdown (from which 90% of 
Americans have not recovered) have not been prosecuted is itself a form 
of corruption. 
 
4. The US military budget is bloated and enormous, bigger than the 
military budgets of the next twelve major states. What isn’t usually 
realized is that perhaps half of it is spent on outsourced services, not on 
the military. It is corporate welfare on a cosmic scale. I’ve seen with my 
own eyes how officers in the military get out and then form companies to 
sell things to their former colleagues still on the inside. 
 
5. The US has a vast gulag of 2.2 million prisoners in jail and penitentiary. 
There is an increasing tendency for prisons to be privatized, and this 
tendency is corrupting the system. It is wrong for people to profit from 
putting and keeping human beings behind bars. This troubling trend is 
made all the more troubling by the move to give extra-long sentences for 
minor crimes, to deny parole and to imprison people for life for e,g, three 
small thefts. 
 
6. The rich are well placed to bribe our politicians to reduce taxes on the 
rich. This and other government policies has produced a situation where 
400 American billionaires are worth $2 trillion, as much as the bottom 150 
million Americans. That kind of wealth inequality hasn’t been seen in the 
US since the age of the robber barons in the nineteenth century. Both eras 
are marked by extreme corruption. 
 
7. The National Security Agency’s domestic spying is a form of corruption 
in itself, and lends itself to corruption. With some 4 million government 
employees and private contractors engaged in this surveillance, it is highly 
unlikely that various forms of insider trading and other corrupt practices 
are not being committed. If you knew who Warren Buffett and George 
Soros were calling every day, that alone could make you a killing. The 
American political class wouldn’t be defending this indefensible invasion of 
citizens’ privacy so vigorously if someone somewhere weren’t making 
money on it. 
 
8. As for insider trading, it turns out Congress undid much of the law it 
hastily passed forbidding members, rather belatedly, to engage in insider 
trading (buying and selling stock based on their privileged knowledge of 
future government policy). That this practice only became an issue 
recently is another sign of how corrupt the system is. 
 
9. Asset forfeiture in the ‘drug war’ is corrupting police departments and 
the judiciary. 
 
10. Money and corruption have seeped so far into our media system that 
people can with a straight face assert that scientists aren’t sure human 
carbon emissions are causing global warming. Fox Cable News is among the 
more corrupt institutions in American society, purveying outright lies for 
the benefit of the billionaire class. The US is so corrupt that it is resisting 
the obvious urgency to slash carbon production. Even our relatively 
progressive president talks about exploiting all sources of energy, as 
though hydrocarbons were just as valuable as green energy and as though 
hydrocarbons weren’t poisoning the earth. 
 
Even Qatar, its economy based on natural gas, freely admits the challenge 
of human-induced climate change. American politicians like Jim Inhofe are 



openly ridiculed when they travel to Europe for their know-nothingism on 
climate. 
 
So don’t tell the Philippines or the other victims of American corruption 
how corrupt they are for taking a few petty bribes. Americans are not seen 
as corrupt because we only deal in the big denominations. Steal $2 trillion 
and you aren’t corrupt, you’re respectable. 
www.zcommunications.org 
 
Juan Cole teaches Middle Eastern and South Asian history at the 
University of Michigan. His latest book, Engaging the Muslim World, is just 
out in a revised paperback edition from Palgrave Macmillan. He is also the 
author of Napoleon's Egypt: Invading the Middle East (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007). He has appeared widely on television, radio and on op-
ed pages as a commentator on Middle East affairs, and has a regular 
column at Salon.com. He has written, edited, or translated 14 books and 
has authored 60 journal articles. His weblog on the contemporary Middle 
East is Informed Comment 

 

The Pope & Economic Revolution? 

 
 

 
 

Is the Pope Getting the Catholics Ready for an Economic Revolution? 
(Maybe He Read Marx) 
Lynn Stuart Parramore 3 December 2013 
 
In 1992, the Catholic Church officially apologized for persecuting 17th-
century astronomer Galileo, who dared to assert that the Earth revolved 
around the sun. In 2008, the Vatican even considered putting up a statue 
of him.  
 
Could a certain 19th-century atheist philosopher be next? 
 
It is true that in 2009, a Vatican newspaper article put a positive spin on 
one Karl Marx. The author, German historian Georg Sans, praised Marx for 
his criticism of the alienation and injustice faced by working people in a 
world where the privileged few own the capital. Sans suggested that 
Marx’s view was relevant today: “We have to ask ourselves, with Marx, 
whether the forms of alienation of which he spoke have their origin in the 
capitalist system....” Indeed. 
 
Pope Benedict XVI certainly sang a different tune, denouncing Marxism as 
one of the great scourges of the modern age (of course we must always 
distinguish the "ism" from the man). But Francis is a pope of a different 
feather. His recent comments on capitalism suggest that he is a man who 
understands something about economics — specifically the link between 
unbridled capitalism and inequality. In an 84-page document released 
Tuesday, Pope Francis launched a tirade against a brutally unjust 
economic system that Marx himself would have cheered: 
 
“Just as the commandment 'Thou shalt not kill' sets a clear limit in order 
to safeguard the value of human life, today we also have to say 'thou shalt 
not' to an economy of exclusion and inequality. Such an economy kills….As 
long as the problems of the poor are not radically resolved by rejecting the 
absolute autonomy of markets and financial speculation and by attacking 
the structural causes of inequality, no solution will be found for the world's 
problems or, for that matter, to any problems.” 
 



Whoa! Where did that come from? To understand the answer, you need to 
know something about liberation theology, a movement that originated in 
Pope Francis’s home region of Latin America. Liberation theology, a 
Catholic phenomenon centered on actively fighting economic and social 
oppression, is the fascinating place where Karl Marx and the Catholic 
Church meet. 
 
Though Marx was certainly an atheist, Catholics who support liberation 
theology understand that his attitude toward religion was nuanced. He saw 
it as a coin with two sides: a conservative force that could block positive 
changes as well as a reservoir of energy that could resist and challenge 
injustice. In the United States, religious movements such as the Social 
Gospel movement, seen today in the Reverend William Barber’s Moral 
Monday crusade against right-wing oppression of the poor in North 
Carolina, express the protest potential of Christianity. 
 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, a Peruvian Catholic priest who grew up in abject 
poverty, used Marx’s ideas about ideology, class and capitalism to develop 
a perspective on how Christianity could be used to help the poor while 
they were on here on Earth rather than simply offer them solace in 
heaven. As Latin America saw the rise of military dictatorships in the 1960s 
and ‘70s, Gutiérrez called on Catholics to love their neighbor and to 
transform society for the better. Followers of the new liberation theology 
insisted on active engagement in social and economic change. They talked 
about alternative structures and creative, usually non-violent ways to free 
the poor from all forms of abuse. 
 
The official Church hierarchy has had a tense relationship with liberation 
theology, but some Francis watchers detect that a new chapter in that 
history is opening. In early September, the new Pope had a private 
meeting with Gutiérrez. Reacting to the event, the Vatican newspaper 
published an essay arguing that with a Latin American pope guiding the 
Church, liberation theology could no longer "remain in the shadows to 
which it has been relegated for some years, at least in Europe.” 
 
The Catholic world has now snapped to attention as the faithful pore over 
the Pope Francis’s recent communication, which calls upon politicians to 
guarantee “dignified work, education and healthcare” and blasts the 
“idolatry of money.” The flock is on notice: Francis will be talking a great 
deal about economic inequality and defending the poor. Unfortunately, his 
opposition to women as priests indicates that he is not yet ready to 
embrace equal treatment for women, something that would greatly 
enhance progress on both of those issues, but Francis did take a step 
forward in saying that women should have more influence in the Church. 
 
While the Vatican has become a cesspool for some of the most shady 
financiers and corrupt bankers on the planet (see: “God’s Racket”), Pope 
Francis has made clear his abhorrence of greed, eschewing the Apostolic 
Palace for a modest guest house and recently suspending a bishop who 
blew $41 million on renovations and improvements to his residence, 
including a $20,000 bathtub. 
 
Catholics, particularly in the United States and Europe, are not sure what 
to make of all this solidarity with the poor and anti-capitalist rhetoric. For 
a long time now, many have considered Marx and his critique of capitalism 
over and done with. But others have watched deregulation, globalization 
and redistribution toward the rich unleash a particularly nasty and 
aggressive form of capitalism that seems increasingly at odds with 
Christian values. Instead of becoming more fair and moderate, capitalism 
has become more brutal and extreme. Marx, who predicted that capitalism 



would engender massive inequalities, is looking rather prescient just about 
now. 
 
Pope Francis may prove himself open to considering Marx’s ideas in order 
to think about a more human-centered economic system. The American 
press is already buzzing nervously with the idea: “It would make for some 
pretty amazing headlines if Pope Francis turned out to be a Marxist,” 
wrote Helen Horn of the Atlantic, before quickly concluding that, no, 
“happily for church leaders,” such a thing couldn’t be true. 
 
Maybe not. What is true is that, like his fascinating predecessor, Pope Leo 
XIII (who presided from 1848-1903), Francis has specifically denounced the 
complete rule of the market over human beings — the cornerstone of the 
kind of neoclassical economic theory embraced by Milton Friedman, Alan 
Greenspan and much of the American political establishment. He wrote: 
 
“Some people continue to defend trickle-down theories which assume that 
economic growth, encouraged by a free market, will inevitably succeed in 
bringing about greater justice and inclusiveness in the world. This opinion, 
which has never been confirmed by the facts, expresses a crude and naive 
trust in the goodness of those wielding economic power and in the sacra-
lized workings of the prevailing economic system.” 
 
That's a pretty good start. We’ll take it.  
www.zcommunications.org 
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Bumper Cars for the Bundestag 

 
 

 
 

Victor Grossman 29 November 2013 
 
If you’ve ever been on a bumper car at an amusement park - and who 
hasn’t? - you can get an idea of current German politics. Here, too, the 
noise is terrific and everyone zooms back and forth, round and round, 
clashing with everybody else. And, similarly, there may be no real winner - 
except perhaps the man at the cash register.  
 
The main car to watch is steered by Angela Merkel. Her Christian 
Democrats (CDU) barely missed out on the expected majority in the 
Bundestag, so a partner is needed in order to rule. Its former partner, the 
right-wing Free Democratic Party, was pushed off the floor, and a possible 
replacement, the Alternative for Germany (AfD), even further right, didn’t 
quite make it past the entrance. After a failed attempt with the Greens, 
the CDU must now share the driving wheel with its rivals, the Social 
Democrats (SPD). The bargaining, after seemingly endless agreements and 
disagreements, is supposed to be concluded this week. 
 
A main CDU problem is that, despite all instincts to drive to the right, if it 
is to preserve popular admiration for Merkel it must remain 
nationalistically tough towards less prosperous European neighbors to the 
South yet sound moderate and not too anti-social domestically. But it is 



being shoved rightward by its increasingly independent sister party, the 
Christian Social Union (CSU) of wealthy, reactionary Bavaria, whose 
leader, Horst Seehofer, a smiling giant of a man, recently won huge 
support in his state elections and within his party - and is using this to gain 
a stronger grip on the coalition drivers’ wheel. The issues he stresses, 
pensions for mothers and toll charges for non-German drivers on the 
autobahn, are less important than the pressure on the larger sister to buck 
any wishes of the SPD to head a bit leftward. 
 
The other key participant in the tangle is the SPD, still mildly celebrating 
its hundred and fifty year history as “workers’ party” (or more recently 
“people’s party”) but rubbing the wounds from measly 25.7 percent 
returns in the September elections. Stout chairman Sigmar Gabriel and 
secretary-general Andrea Nahles, both seen as left-wingers in an almost 
forgotten past, were punished at the recent party congress; Nahles got 
only two-thirds of the vote, the worst result of her career. 
 
The leaders are currently working almost around the clock in their 
overriding hope for an agreement with Merkel and the Bavarian Seehofer. 
For them a great deal is at stake. If a new “grand coalition” government is 
formed they will get fine cabinet posts, in Gabriel’s case the job of vice-
chancellor next to Merkel. But if the attempt breaks down they might end 
up in the party dust bin. And a very worrisome short circuit still threatens. 
Due to grass roots opposition the party agreed to have a mail-in 
referendum of all its 473,000 party members on the coalition, pro or con, 
and to abide by its decision. And there have been many skeptical voices, 
despite all of Gabriel’s passionate appeals, some stormy, some almost 
tearful. 
 
To gain approval from the membership the SPD cannot seem to be giving 
up principles it has been espousing, at least in words, since it became part 
of the opposition in 2009, after an earlier, truly disastrous four-year 
attempt at a Grand Coalition. Why, many are asking, should a similar 
attempt be any better for the party this time? 
 
The leaders insist that many principles have been maintained. The CDU 
seems to have agreed, though vaguely, to the SPD demand (swiped 
originally from the LEFT) for a minimum wage of 8.50 euro per hour in all 
Germany, even in the eastern states (the former GDR), where wages 
average 80 percent or less of those in West Germany. They may also have 
achieved their goal of permitting immigrants, especially from Turkey, to 
maintain their original citizenship when becoming German citizens, in 
other words to have two passports, an issue close to the hearts of most 
Turkish voters. They claim that the CDU has agreed to allot more money to 
education, to bridges, roads and public buildings, although this will depend 
on key budget decisions, very much up in the air. 
 
But they gave up on a key election campaign demand for higher taxes on 
millionaires, billionaires and the wealthiest corporations. And they OK’d 
the fuzziest of wording on the immensely unpopular drone weapons. “The 
matter must be investigated during the next four years,” they say, while 
the CDU Defense Ministry presses eagerly ahead and hopes to use the 
unmanned killer planes both abroad and, as indicated by a few menacing 
words, domestically as well. 
 
Indeed, while up to the last moment there are squabbles on various 
domestic policy items, there seems to be full agreement on military 
policy, which means specialized military units on a German, European 
Union and NATO basis for deployment anywhere in the world. 
 



The SPD membership, strongest among union members, is less interested 
in (or disturbed by) foreign policy matters but rather worried about jobs 
and social matters. It is a very open question whether they will obey their 
leaders and approve the coalition. 
 
There are only two real alternatives. The idea of a coalition of the CDU-
CSU with the Greens was given up weeks ago as non-negotiable. But now 
the important state of Hesse is upsetting the apple cart - or bumper car, if 
I stay with my metaphor. It also had a state election, also with a shaky 
conclusion. It seemed that there, too, a grand coalition - CDU-SPD - would 
emerge. But all of a sudden directions changed. The Christian Democrats 
of Hesse, furthest right in Germany (aside from the separate Bavarian 
sister party), decided on a deal with the Greens. Except for a few feeble, 
failed efforts in the past, this was something new. It meant that the 
Greens, once seen as a left-wing party, have abandoned most of their 
former principles and veered sharply to the right, at least in Hesse (where 
they gained their first political status in 1985 as partners of the SPD). More 
important, it is a hint that if the SPD membership does vote against the 
coalition plans, the CDU and the Greens might try again, copying Hesse, 
and join together on a national basis. 
 
The other alternative is for the bargainers to call it quits and have a new 
election. But this is feared by most parties, not only because of the bother 
and expense but because the SPD might cut an even more dismal figure 
than before. And who can tell anyway how the voters will respond? 
 
There is one other alternative, theoretically. If the SPD and the Greens 
broke their long-standing taboo on a three-way coalition with the LEFT 
party they would also achieve - barely - the required Bundestag majority. 
For the first time there have been calls to reconsider the taboo, but most 
refer only to 2017. The reasons given for such caveats? The refusal of the 
LEFT party to change its stand on two issues: It must reject everything the 
East German GDR stood for (allegedly dictatorship, but basically a socialist 
take-over of big banks and concerns) and it must drop objections to 
sending German soldiers into battle around the world. 
 
Some in the LEFT party insist that this would mean giving up all principles, 
hopes and dreams, and lead it down the same sad ramp of compromise (or 
betrayal, some say) taken over the years by the SPD and the Greens. 
Others in the party say that compromises must be made if the party is to 
achieve importance nationally. As it is, this little party, with somewhat 
over 20 percent approval in the east and about 6 percent in the West, 
adding up to 9 percent in all, is now the leading opposition party in a 
Bundestag which, if the grand coalition succeeds, will be dominated by 80 
percent on the government side. Like the other parties, it is subject to 
pushes in more than one direction. It remains to be seen how it fights back 
- and holds together. 
 
Ah yes, the cash register. A news item tells us that “In the middle of the 
coalition negotiations the CDU and the SPD received financial gifts from 
the chemical concern Evonik… Last Friday the SPD received 90,000 euro, 
the CDU 70,000. …The organization Lobby Control criticized the gifts, 
given at a crucial moment, when coalition negotiations are making key 
decisions about energy policy…” Lobbycontrol called on the SPD and CDU 
to demonstrate “their independence regarding the lobby of energy-
intensive and coal-driven energy industrialists .” 
 
An Evonik spokesperson rejected the question. “There is no reason to 
criticize companies for assuming their social responsibility and supporting 
democratic parties. In any case, we do this every year for the CDU, CSU, 



SPD, FDP and Greens….We do not believe that politicians now negotiating - 
like Chancellor Merkel or SPD-Chairman Gabriel - can be bought.“ 
 
Once again, it seems, the poor LEFT party has been kept out of the 
playing. Is that bumpy game really being played on a level field?  
www.zcommunications.org 

 

The permanent slump – an organic crisis of capitalism  

 
 

 
 

Adam Booth 27 November 2013  
 
It has often been noted that the serious bourgeois analysts frequently 
arrive at the same conclusion as the Marxists, albeit with a slight delay. 
Nowhere has this aphorism been more aptly demonstrated than in a recent 
article by Paul Krugman, the Nobel prize-winning economist, entitled “A 
Permanent Slump”. 
 
In This article, Krugman hypothesises what the Marxists have explained 
many times since the onset of the current crisis: that this is no ordinary 
period of recession, but that depression has become the new normality for 
the world economy. What we are witnessing is not a temporary 
phenomena, but an organic crisis of the capitalist system. 
 
Krugman, who famously stated in 2009 that mainstream economic theory 
over the past 30 years was “spectacularly useless at best, and positively 
harmful at worst”, is one of a number of bourgeois economists and 
commentators who are beginning to think that there may in fact be no 
return to the “good old days” of boom and growth, but rather that the 
world now faces decades of stagnation. Writing for the New York Times 
(17th November 2013), Krugman asks: 
 
“But what if the world we’ve been living in for the past five years is the 
new normal? What if depression-like conditions are on track to persist, not 
for another year or two, but for decades?” 
 
And what – or who – was the inspiration for this questioning by Krugman? 
None other than Larry Summers - the former Secretary of the US Treasury, 
a key economic advisor to President Obama between 2009-10, and a recent 
candidate for the Chairman of the US Federal Reserve – who recently 
warned attendees of an IMF-organised conference of the dangerous 
possibility of “secular [i.e. permanent] stagnation” in the US and European 
economies. As Krugman comments: 
 
“You might imagine that speculations along these lines are the province of 
a radical fringe. And they are indeed radical; but fringe, not so much. A 
number of economists have been flirting with such thoughts for a while. 
And now they’ve moved into the mainstream. In fact, the case for “secular 
stagnation” — a persistent state in which a depressed economy is the 
norm, with episodes of full employment few and far between — was made 
forcefully recently at the most ultrarespectable of venues, the I.M.F.’s big 
annual research conference. And the person making that case was none 
other than Larry Summers. Yes, that Larry Summers. 
 
“And if Mr. Summers is right, everything respectable people have been 
saying about economic policy is wrong, and will keep being wrong for a 
long time.” 
 



The Great Stagnation 
Krugman goes on to note several key points made by Summers in his 
speech: 
 
“Mr. Summers began with a point that should be obvious but is often 
missed: The financial crisis that started the Great Recession is now far 
behind us. Indeed, by most measures it ended more than four years ago. 
Yet our economy remains depressed. 
 
“He then made a related point: Before the crisis we had a huge housing 
and debt bubble. Yet even with this huge bubble boosting spending, the 
overall economy was only so-so — the job market was O.K. but not great, 
and the boom was never powerful enough to produce significant 
inflationary pressure. 
 
“Mr. Summers went on to draw a remarkable moral: We have, he 
suggested, an economy whose normal condition is one of inadequate 
demand — of at least mild depression — and which only gets anywhere 
close to full employment when it is being buoyed by bubbles. 
 
“...we have become an economy whose normal state is one of mild 
depression, whose brief episodes of prosperity occur only thanks to 
bubbles and unsustainable borrowing.” [our emphasis] 
 
In other words, Krugman and Summers are postulating that the current 
crisis is not simply the product of the 2007-08 financial collapse, but is in 
fact part of a process going back many decades. We are not simply in a 
“Great Recession”, but a “Great Stagnation”. 
 
As we have noted elsewhere, such a theory is increasingly being raised by 
bourgeois economists, who have cited, for example, evidence suggesting 
that there has been a slowdown in productivity growth that goes back 30 
or 40 years, long before the current crisis. 
 
The thoughts raised recently by Krugman and Summers are the same as the 
explanations given by the Marxists for many years: the size and scale of 
the current crisis is a product of the way in which the capitalists have 
attempted to avoid and delay - ever since the crisis of the 70s – the onset 
of a new crisis. 
 
For decades, the capitalists, on the one hand, attacked real wages to 
increase profits, whilst, on the other, allowed ordinary households to carry 
on consuming through the use of credit – through mortgages, credit cards, 
and loans. In other words, the capitalists artificially expanded the market – 
i.e. effective demand; the ability for people to buy – through a massive 
expansion of credit; what Krugman describes as a “huge housing and debt 
bubble”. Indeed, writing elsewhere, Krugman provides figures indicating 
that the debt-to-income ratio of US households doubled between 1985 and 
the beginning of the current crisis. In the UK, household debt-to-income 
ratios increased by between 3-4 times in the same period, going from an 
average of 45% in 1980 to 157% in 2005. 
 
The use of credit to artificially maintain demand and avoid a crisis is a 
symptom of the contradictions of capitalism itself: primarily the 
contradiction of overproduction, due to the nature of capitalism as a 
system whereby production is in private hands and is only for profit, which 
means that – since profit is nothing but the unpaid labour of the working 
class – the working class (as a whole) can never afford to buy back (with 
wages alone) all that they produce. 
 



The current crisis is a reflection of this contradiction unravelling itself on a 
global scale. All the chickens have come home to roost for the capitalists, 
and now they –and society as a whole – are faced with an organic crisis of 
capitalism and a new normality. 
 
No more weapons in the arsenal 
As Krugman and Summers note, the only thing preventing the economy 
from collapsing for the past few decades was an unsustainable expansion 
of credit. Now, with the bubble burst, the ruling class have run out of 
options in terms of how to get the economy going again. All the methods 
traditionally used by the capitalists for getting out of a crisis have been 
used up already in trying to avoid the current crisis in the previous period. 
There are no more weapons in the arsenal. As Marx and Engels explained in 
the Communist Manifesto, the capitalists can always get out of a crisis, but 
only “by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive crises, 
and by diminishing the means whereby crises are prevented.” 
 
Let us look at a few modern examples. Firstly, interest rates, which would 
normally be lowered in a crisis in order to encourage businesses to invest 
and those with savings to consume. But interest rates are already near 
zero and can go no lower, and yet big business sits on mountains of idle 
cash that it refuses to invest; meanwhile, households are not increasing 
their consumption, but are instead trying to pay off past debts. 
 
Secondly, government (Keynesian) stimulus, i.e. investment spending by 
governments to try put money in the pockets of workers and boost the 
economy, as was seen during the Great Depression of the 1930s. As a self-
confessed Keynesian, it is measures such as these that Krugman wishes to 
see. But today, governments across the world are already drowning in 
public debt as a result of bailing out the banks and there is no more money 
for any Keynesian stimulus. Indeed, far from spending more, the financial 
markets are telling governments of all colours to cut and implement 
austerity. 
 
One only has to look at the case of Francois Hollande - the Socialist Party 
French President, who came to power less than 18 months ago promising 
“policies for growth” and extra taxes on the rich, but who has more 
recently done a volte face and is now carrying out cuts to “restore 
competitiveness” – to see that all talk of Keynesian measures are just that: 
talk. 
 
In Britain also, the leaders of the Labour Party, have stated that they 
cannot promise to reverse any of the cuts. The reality is that, under 
capitalism, there is no alternative but austerity. And yet – as the examples 
of Greece, Portugal, and Spain show -austerity only leads to a deepening 
of the recession. This is the insoluble contradiction that the capitalists 
face. 
 
Meanwhile, in China, where the largest Keynesian experiment in history 
has been undertaken in recent years to avoid a crisis, we can see the 
impact of such stimulus: a huge credit bubble, a massive expansion of 
debt, and an exacerbation of overproduction in China – and on a world 
scale –in the form of even larger excess capacity in key sectors, all due to 
this surge in investment. 
 
With all the traditional methods of getting out of a crisis used up, the 
ruling class has been pushed towards increasingly desperate measures, 
such as the policy of “quantitative easing” – i.e. printing money – whereby 
governments flood the economy with new money by buying up assets and 
securities. But one cannot perform magic tricks under capitalism and 



simply pull a rabbit from a hat. Indeed, quantitative easing (QE) has done 
very little – at best – to help the economy, with little sign of increased 
investment. At worst, QE has been disastrous, fuelling credit and housing 
bubbles in emerging economies, thus helping spread the crisis globally. 
 
No solution under capitalism 
Commenting on the analysis of Krugman and Summers, an article on Yahoo 
Finance states that: 
 
“Another reason for slack demand is that American consumers, who 
account for about 70% of the spending in the economy, are now reducing 
the amount they borrow instead of increasing it as they did for the three 
decades leading up to the financial crisis. 
 
“Because consumers aren't spending aggressively, the companies that sell 
to them aren't spending and investing aggressively. Instead, the companies 
are hoarding their cash, cutting their costs, and maximizing short-term 
profits. 
 
“Government spending cuts, meanwhile, have reduced "demand" from the 
public sector, which is further dampening economic growth. 
 
“The answer, Krugman and Summers suggest, is to somehow persuade 
consumers, businesses, and the government to start spending more 
aggressively. 
 
“But, especially in the current political environment, that is obviously 
easier said than done.” 
 
These statements accurately reflect the insoluble problem facing the 
capitalists. Governments have no money to spend; nor do working families, 
who already have a mountain of debt and who have faced – and are still 
facing – a fall in real wages. And as we have pointed out elsewhere, big 
business internationally is sitting on piles of idle money – over £700bn in 
the UK; around $2trn and €2trn in the USA and the EU respectively – that 
they do not invest because of the excess capacity and stockpiles of unsold 
commodities that already exist; in other words, because of the 
contradiction of overproduction on a world scale. 
 
In concluding his article, Krugman comments that: 
 
“More broadly, if our economy has a persistent tendency toward 
depression, we’re going to be living under the looking-glass rules of 
depression economics — in which virtue is vice and prudence is folly, in 
which attempts to save more (including attempts to reduce budget 
deficits) make everyone worse off — for a long time. 
 
“I know that many people just hate this kind of talk. It offends their sense 
of rightness, indeed their sense of morality. Economics is supposed to be 
about making hard choices (at other people’s expense, naturally). It’s not 
supposed to be about persuading people to spend more. 
 
“But as Mr. Summers said, the crisis “is not over until it is over” — and 
economic reality is what it is. And what that reality appears to be right 
now is one in which depression rules will apply for a very long time.” 
 
We agree with Krugman that “economic reality is what it is”. But the 
reality is that ordinary people have been made asked to pay for a crisis 
they did not cause – to pay off the public debts through austerity; through 
cuts to jobs, pensions, and public services; through attacks on their living 



standards. However, there is only so much that workers and youth can 
take – you cannot squeeze blood from a stone. And with regards to big 
business, the reality is that, under capitalism, you cannot “persuade” the 
capitalists to invest – they will only invest if they can make and realise a 
profit. 
 
Yet the solution is staring us in the face: to take the enormous wealth that 
exists in society and put it to use for public need, not for profit; to 
nationalise the banks and the major monopolies and put them under a 
rational and democratic plan of production; to abolish the anarchy and 
chaos of competition and the market through the socialist transformation 
of society. 
 
This is the only alternative to a “permanent slump”; to years of economic 
stagnation; to decades of crisis, austerity, and falling living standards. This 
– the socialist alternative – is what the Marxists of Socialist Appeal and the 
IMT are fighting for in Britain and internationally. 
www.marxist.com 
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What is to be done, in the wake of Warsaw climate summit’s conclusive 
failure to cap emissions last weekend? The answer: walk out of the United 
Nations process when it needs delegitimation, and work much harder to 
curtail pollution in your home sites of struggle, everyone in civil society 
agreed.  
 
For the 40 percent of the world suffering in the increasingly desperate 
Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) economies, this self-
mandate is ever more vital, the more that both irresponsible multinational 
corporates and homegrown firms abuse the environment and societies, 
with nods of approval from corrupted, subimperialist local rulers.  
 
It is this crew that our Durban elites are again (as in March this year) 
hosting in the International Convention Centre: the BRICS ministerial 
conference ironically entitled “Towards Sustainable Urbanisation.”  
 
Tragically, on everyone’s mind is the explosion in one of China’s largest 
cities last Friday morning. What spin-doctoring should BRICS delegates 
believe, regarding Sinopec Corporation’s oil pipeline leak and deadly blast 
in Durban’s sister city of Qingdao?  
 
With an estimated 60 lives lost, 130 injured and 18,000 evacuated, China’s 
State Administration of Work Safety quickly announced the culprits: “poor 
designs of the pipeline and local drainage networks, negligence on the part 
of safety officials, bad maintenance of the oil pipeline, as well as officials' 
failure to seal off the affected area and evacuate residents after they 
detected the leak, seven hours before the explosions.”  
 
As seven of its officials were arrested just as president Xi Jinping visited 
the site, Sinopec responded by blaming Qingdao municipal officials. Here 
in Durban that would indeed be a plausible line of argument, given the 
city’s decades-long failure to come up with an emergency evacuation plan 
notwithstanding repeated pipeline leaks and refinery explosions in South 
Durban.  
 



The politician responsible for city government in our province, Nomusa 
Dube-Ncube, sent condolences, acknowledging that “Qingdao's delegation 
is set to make a presentation on building productive and sustainable urban 
economies at the Urbanisation Forum.”  
 
Will that presentation concede that China’s cities epitomize 
unsustainability, what with massive real estate speculation, extreme 
pollution, a migrant labour system akin to Apartheid’s, and prolific social 
protests?  
 
If you take advice from Qingdao on sustainable urbanisation, well then why 
not ask Russia for help with nuclear technology post-Chernobyl, or beg the 
Pentagon to train SA National Defence Force against terrorism after the 
brutalising US troops were kicked out of Iraq and Afghanistan? Oh damn it, 
we do!  
 
Durban, a major port with nearly 4 million residents, is certainly in 
desperate need of sustainable urbanization, given its history of racial 
apartheid since 1994 and worsening class apartheid ever since. For one, 
the city is strewn with white-elephant projects, including the money-
losing, elite-magnet Convention Centre itself.  
 
And just before the Qingdao delegation landed in Durban, their airplane 
flew above a newly-crumpled shopping mall, easily visible, as it lies in the 
suburb of Tongaat near the King Shaka “international” airport. That mainly 
empty barn is our most recent poster-child for unsustainable economics: a 
money-wasting “aerotropolis”-wannabe hub, just a 45-minute flight from 
Africa’s busiest airport, OR Tambo in Johannesburg.  
 
Since the old South Durban airport was perfectly functional for many more 
years, the $1 billion spent on King Shaka International could have been put 
to use in bottom-up development – were it not for seven games of the 
unsustainable 2010 World Cup here that catalysed its too-early 
construction, as well as the empty albeit world-class Moses Mabhida 
Stadium next door to our existing mostly-empty world-class rugby stadium. 
 
Popular anger for the dramatic collapse of the mall – which was still under 
construction when the collapse killed two people last week – now centres 
on one Jay Singh, a notorious tenderpreneur-builder who wrecked so much 
of the nearby Phoenix community’s low-cost (and upon rebuilding, high-
cost) housing, not to mention the city’s public bus service (privatised and 
soon ruined), and therefore also on former city manager Mike Sutcliffe, 
who egged on Singh and similar cronies from 2002-11 before growing 
outcries contributed to his unwilling departure.  
 
Holding a BRICS urban conference here is terribly bad timing, at both ends 
of the sister-city relationship. “As we extend our condolences to our 
partners from Qingdao, we also hope to exchange with them our own 
insights from the rescue operation in Tongaat,” said Dube-Ncube on 
Monday.  
 
Rescue? What about sharing insights about the causes, in Durban’s 
systematic malgovernance? Much more information about Singh and 
Sutcliffe can be drawn from the “Manase Report” that Dube-Ncube had 
herself commissioned in 2011 and then tried to keep secret. It's a vast 
7051-page report, documenting patronage-based, parasitical class 
formation (the type of study all our BRICS cities need).  
 
Feeling, therefore, right at home, the Chinese delegates might share 
Sinopec’s insights into expanding oil transport through these cities' dense-



packed residential areas. Sinopec seems to have no qualms about 
pollution, in a context, in many Chinese cities, where it is unsafe to 
breathe if you are outside air-conditioned buildings. Sinopec is so 
irresponsible that in late August, the Chinese state suspended the huge 
firm from engaging in any new refining and chemical projects because it 
didn’t meet 2012 emissions targets.  
 
The same crime, ignoring air quality legislation, is daily committed by our 
own leading energy corporation, Eskom – which is up for the Davos ‘Public 
Eye’ awards for world’s worst corporation (vote!, please) – as well as by 
the huge South Durban oil refineries that give our city the reputation of 
“Africa’s armpit”.  
 
Yet all continue moving forward with multi-billion dollar expansions, 
including the doubling of capacity in the Durban-Joburg oil pipeline which 
– at more than double the advertised initial costing and way behind 
schedule – was recently rerouted from white through black residential 
areas due, it would appear, to the parastatal agency Transnet ’s residual 
racism.  
 
So if Sinopec is having trouble at home, no doubt filthy South Africa offers 
a welcoming business environment in which to invest. In March, during the 
BRICS summit at the same Convention Centre, Sinopec announced its 
partnership in the $8 billion Mthombo project at Port Elizabeth’s Coega 
zone, a deal which by 2015 will allegedly result in Africa’s single largest oil 
refinery.  
 
In this context, all the BRICS local government ministers, urban officials 
and corporate allies meeting in Durban today must be pleased at the 
outcome of the Warsaw Conference of the Parties 19 to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change last weekend: "let the planet burn!” (Even 
if that means chunks of coastal cities like Durban and Qingdao sink a meter 
or two by 2100, including both cities’ ports.)  
 
Already, Durban’s annual per person emissions are higher than even 
London’s and Beijing, at eight tonnes of CO2 equivalent, thanks to capital-
intensive high-carbon industry and transport. The failure of Singh’s 
privatised bus service has a little bit to do with that.  
 
But the main problem is the city’s economic development strategy, as 
endorsed in the country’s National Development Plan, based on sports 
tourism (maybe an Olympic bid for 2024), petrochemical expansion, and 
raising the port’s freight traffic from 2.5 million to 20 million containers 
per year.  
 
This is outrage enough, given Durban’s thousands of truck crashes each 
year and especially the recent massacre of two dozen black minibus 
commuters by an out-of-control container truck on one of the hilly 
highways linking Durban to Johannesburg (Field’s Hill).  
 
Just prior to Durban’s hosting the UN COP17 climate summit in 2011, a $25 
billion plan for this extreme port-petrochemical expansion in South Durban 
was conjured secretly by Transnet and Sutcliffe, with public information 
flowing like water-drip torture. In 2012, it suddenly became the country’s 
second largest Strategic Infrastructure Project (after coal exports through 
Richards Bay).  
 
Sadly, a former trade unionist who is now the minister of Economic 
Development, Ebrahim Patel, is trying to fast-track these mega-projects 
with minimalist Environmental Impact Assessments. The Centre for 



Environmental Rights remarked on Patel’s “disregard for the very notion of 
sustainable development and integrated environmental management and 
planning.”  
 
In the same spirit, Transnet engaged in climate denialism when making 
application for a huge berth expansion in the existing harbour. But last 
month, in an unusual move by the national environment ministry, 
Transnet’s Environmental Impact Assessment was rejected. By way of 
disclosure, on several occasions I questioned the draft EIA’s climate-
change denialism, alongside the South Durban Community Environmental 
Alliance (SDCEA) which firmly opposes the port-petrochem mega-project 
for health, social, ecological and economic reasons.  
 
There is more resistance coming. For example, SDCEA’s new six-minute 
YouTube video threatens Transnet with a financial sanctions campaign 
against their overly-expensive international bond issues (investors get a 
9.5% return in London) if attacks on South Durban residents by the 
parastatal and its allied oil companies persist:  
 
In traditionally coloured (mixed-race) Wentworth township, Shell and BP 
(together using the Sapref refinery) will move the Single Buoy Mooring 
pipeline that brings in 80 percent of SA’s oil so as to accommodate the 
new port, probably disrupting one of the two main beaches traditionally 
used by South Durban’s black residents.  
 
The Indian and African farmers on land next to the old airport – the site of 
the proposed $10 billion privatized “Dig Out Port” – were just given notice 
they will be evicted by Transnet, an announcement which brought many 
residents and the South Durban Climate Camp out to a solidarity protest 
last week.  
 
The area’s other green lung, the Clairwood Racecourse, is now being 
redesigned as a trucking logistics site in spite of unanimous opposition in 
neighbouring Indian suburb of Merebank.  
 
The historic Indian and African suburb of Clairwood itself remains under 
heavy pressure from trucking firms taking over and demolishing small 
houses and yards for parking and repairs, leaving ten residents fatally 
crushed under their wheels since 2005.  
A bit further southwards, Isipingo residents who will lose their main beach 
– also enjoyed by predominantly black visitors – are increasingly opposed to 
the Transnet expansion.  
 
Indeed, concerned communities of all races, as far north and west as 
Queensburgh, Pinetown, Sarnia, the Bluff, Umbilo and Glenwood fighting 
the new trucking routes.  
 
Durban’s other BRICS-twinned cities presenting at the ICC this week also 
have their hands full with protesters: tens of thousands of democrats who 
swarmed St Petersburg in late 2011; in Mumbai, a constant cat-and-mouse 
struggle by slum-dwellers to survive the increasingly mean streets; and 
millions who gathered in Rio de Janeiro several times in June this year, to 
fight public transport rate hikes and Sepp Blatter’s Zurich soccer World 
Cup mafia.  
 
The most degenerate lessons in crowd control, though, are homegrown: 
cops at Cato Manor’s police station who decided to execute an estimated 
50 suspects since 2003 instead of going to court, and top ruling-party 
politicians (including the mayor) who incited an Abahlali baseMjondolo 
community leader’s assassination at a Cato Crest meeting five months ago, 



expanding Durban’s long-standing record of civil society activist hits.  
 
BRICS from above will probably keep such lessons fresh for as long as they 
can. Perhaps in future years, a “brics-from-below” side event can link up 
protesters from Qingdao to South Durban (and in between) to really teach 
the elites about urban eco-social sustainability. In contrast to their 
unsustainable, crony-capitalist assassination-cities.  
 
Meantime, much more damage will be done, and multifaceted resistance 
must likewise strengthen.  
www.zcommunications.org 
 
Patrick Bond directs the University of KwaZulu-Natal Centre for Civil 
Society. 

 

Climate Train to Warsaw 

 
 

 
 

 
It is already 10 past midnight 
Nicolas Croes, PSL-LSP (CWI in Belgium) 26 November 2013 
 
On Friday the 15th of November, 700 Belgian activists boarded a train to 
Warsaw specially chartered by “Climat et Justice Sociale” (Climate and 
Social Justice) to join a demonstration on the margins of the COP 19 (19th 
conference), the climate summit of the UN, which took place in the Polish 
capital. Some demonstrators had a clock which indicated 10 past midnight 
painted on their faces, to symbolise that the situation is so urgent that it is 
already a little too late…  
 
The African delegation in Warsaw kept claiming that climate change is 
already happening there, and that their concern is not what will happen 
tomorrow, but what is happening today. The recent disaster caused by the 
Haiyan typhoon in Philippines also cruelly reminded us that it is urgent to 
act and to put an end to empty speeches. But it is clear that since the first 
conference on climate organized in Rio by the UN, nothing or little has 
changed. The aim of the Warsaw Summit was to prepare an agreement on 
the limitations of CO² emissions, which should be signed in Paris in 2015 
during the COP21. But official arguments to prevent any constraining 



agreement can be heard everywhere. The United States have already 
stated their refusal to try to reach a goal that they haven’t decided 
themselves in 2015, and other countries don’t stray too much from this 
decision, often hiding behind the hypocritical excuse that the major 
powers do not wish to do anything concrete.  
 
A summit under the sign of capital  
A member of the Corporate Europe Observatory told a journalist of the 
daily French paper Libération that “the COP19 will be the most extreme 
case of private control on the COP so far. The Polish government granted 
11 private companies the status of partner, including those which 
accumulate some of the most ecologically harmful records, such as 
ArcelorMittal, the biggest beneficiary of the European carbon market, or 
the car manufacturer BMW, which has been blocking the attempts of the 
EU to cut down car gas emissions for years”  
 
Even if the Polish authorities make for quite an extreme example (the 
Ministry of Economics went so far as to organise a worldwide summit on 
coal and climate on the margins of the UN negotiations in order to support 
the mining sector), the competitive logic and the race for profits promoted 
by capitalism force every government to attend these negotiations with 
one main goal: to safeguard the competitiveness of its national economy.  
 
 
Alternatywa Socjalistyczna (Socialist Alternative, CWI in Poland), 
campaigning in the climate demo in Warsaw (photos: MédiActivista)  
Nothing changes, let’s just leave it at this?  
Albert Einstein used to describe madness in these terms: “to behave in the 
same way and to expect a different result”. In a way, that’s what counter-
summits are. For many activists and quite a lot of NGOs from Belgium, the 
goal of this mobilisation was to ensure that “the leaders prove their 
courage and their determination”, first and foremost. But these leaders 
have done nothing so far to face the core of the problem: the gigantic 
waste of resources and energy caused by an international mode of 
production based on the maximisation of profit at the expense of the 
environment and the majority of the population. Why would they start 
now?  
 
Every day, we can witness the fact that these governmental authorities are 
only mere puppets under the control of a dictatorship led by banks and 
multinationals: austerity, environmental norms adjusted downwards on the 
pretext of economic crisis, massive hand-outs to companies (to bosses and 
shareholders, that is, not to workers),…  
 
Some activists hide behind the idea that their demonstrations, along with 
natural catastrophes and the reality of climate change, will be enough to 
start a sudden U-turn among the elites at the top. The example of the 
shrinking Arctic ice cover shows us once more how capitalism has a 
tendency to adapt to the worst of circumstances: the melting of the ice 
has opened a new economic battlefield to extract newly accessible oil in 
the region.  
 
 
 
System change, not climate change!  
The Belgian demonstrators accounted for roughly half of the 
demonstration. Less than 2000 people were there, a stark illustration of 
the legitimate loss of enthusiasm for the useless summits and these 
demonstrations, whose effectiveness is also very limited. Moreover, it is 
particularly difficult to mobilise on this issue in Poland.  



 
There is a complete lack of media coverage on environmental issues. 86% 
of the power produced in the country is made from fossil fuels, and 
roughly 3 million jobs depend on them one way or another (among them, 
90,000 miners). Talking about “ecological transition” is a delicate matter 
in this country still marked by the “democratic transition” that saw savage 
capitalism replacing the Stalinist economy. Even trade unions are 
extremely sceptical towards every mention of an environmental 
agreement. In such a context (and elsewhere too), to limit environmental 
solutions to speeches based on “responsible consumption” or photovoltaic 
energy is useless.  
 
Countering the fake opposition between employment and environment 
implies facing the core of the problem. It is absolutely crucial to link the 
total bankruptcy of capitalism on an economic, human and environmental 
level, and thus to link the mobilisations around a socialist program that 
would break with capitalism, while using the means of action of the 
workers’ movement: the blockage of the economy by the means of general 
strike and mass struggle.  
 
Against the environmental threat, we need an audacious plan to 
reorientate the economy and sweep away the reactionary responses of big 
business by collectivising the key economic sectors under democratic 
control, as opposed to the bureaucratically planned economy known in the 
East before the fall of the USSR.  
 
Only a democratically planned economy can plan the Earth’s resources in a 
responsible way and at the same time provide alternative, stable jobs for 
those workers, such as miners, whose livelihoods are at present dependent 
on the exploitation of fossil fuels. Climate justice should mean that it is 
not the workers or the population of poorer countries that will suffer as a 
result of the measures taken to counteract climatic changes.  
 
 
The recent mass mobilisations that shook the world starting with the 
Tunisian revolution of 2011 show us the way forward. But the apparent 
dead-end in which all those admirable movements have ended shows the 
absolute necessity to deeply discuss the alternative to capitalism and the 
way to attain it. Simply denouncing the responsibility of the system will in 
no way slow it down, let alone overthrow it.  
 
Some activists of the PSL-LSP were also present in the train. We were able 
to find our comrades from the Polish section of the CWI, Alternatywa 
Socjalistyczna (Socialist Alternative), and to campaign together during the 
protest. At the final rally, one of our comrades was able to speak briefly to 
highlight the link between the environmental crisis and the economic 
crisis, and the importance of linking social mobilizations to a mass struggle 
for a democratic socialist society.  
www.socialistworld.net 

 

At Warsaw’s COP19 climate summit, South Africa has no bragging rights 

 
 

 
 

Patrick Bond First Published in Pambazuka 25 November 2013 
 
But if SA does try to price carbon, Treasury’s proposed tax needs radical 
changes, starting with raising its level, and then more aggressively 
redistributing the revenues to the poorest in society.  



 
How high should the tax be? In 2012, SA Treasury officials anticipated that 
“a tax of R75/t CO2e, increasing to around R200/t CO2e would be both 
feasible and appropriate to achieve the desired behaviourial changes and 
emissions reduction targets.”  
 
But the current proposal scales this back dramatically: “When the tax-free 
threshold and additional relief are taken into account, the effective tax 
rate will range between R12 and R48 per ton of CO2e (and zero for 
Agriculture and Waste).” And even more beneficial to corporations, “one 
of the ways to recycle the expected carbon tax revenue is by reducing 
other taxes. One such tax that could be reduced is the existing electricity 
levy on electricity produced from non-renewable sources (e.g. coal) and 
nuclear energy."  
 
The impact of the very low rate and the large loopholes envisaged will be 
to neuter the tax incidence when it comes to large corporate polluters, 
making it impossible to cut emissions to the target.  
 
The low ambitions are exacerbated by Pretoria’s pricing of state services, 
which work against poor people and the planet, in favour of multinational 
corporate profit. The essential question we need to ask about carbon 
taxation, who shoulders the burden, requires both more analytical 
sophistication and a much more creative policy orientation, such as a Basic 
Income Grant mechanism to fairly redistribute revenues.  
 
And the current inadequate Free Basic Electricity policy – sometimes 
provided poor people at just 50 kWh/household/month – requires both a 
major increase, and fusion with a much more progressive block tariff 
drawing on both national-local and local-local cross subsidization. (That 
would require ditching the prepayment card system, for prepayment 
technology does not permit the scale of tariff pricing change required.)  
 
Similar considerations should be applied to other sectors – including 
transport, agriculture and industrial production – where it is likely that 
Treasury’s carbon tax will simply be passed on to poor people. 
 
Currently South Africa’s per-person protest rate – often termed ‘service 
delivery’ but more generally aimed at neoliberal public policies including 
the pricing of electricity, water and sanitation, housing, etc – is at the 
world’s highest level, according to available police statistics. And South 
Africa overtook Brazil over the last decade as the world’s most unequal 
major society. 
 
These factors suggest that Treasury officials sensitive to social unrest 
would change many of these policies as a matter of urgency, before a 
2011-style North African/Arab uprising occurs in South Africa. No climate 
justice, no peace. 
 
Furthermore, great care must be taken that corporate pressure is 
rebuffed, because Treasury has a reputation for bending to big business. 
The ability of ‘crony capitalist’ relationships to distort Pretoria’s ambitions 
is now legendary. The Energy Intensive Users Group’s influence over the 
recent Integrated Resource Plan for electricity was one especially 
revealing example.  
 
Because Molewa’s environment ministry has so little power and she seems 
to be malevolently influenced by the mining barons atop her party, it is 
the Treasury that needs most scrutiny now. For while claiming to 
downgrade civil servants’ and politicians’ perks last month, finance 



minister Pravin Gordhan has neglected the state’s more wasteful and 
destructive ‘corporate welfare’ policies.  
 
He probably won’t address these politicies until a serious left electoral 
challenge arises, and so taken together, Pretoria’s climate-destroying 
policies mean that Treasury’s carbon taxation efforts won’t convince 
anyone.  
 
Since climate change is the most important crisis ever, and since South 
African industry is amongst the world’s worst polluters, it is incumbent 
upon our citizenry to force politicians, officials and big business to 
urgently reverse course. 
 
However, judging by both our and the world elite’s business-as-usual 
attitude, Warsaw will be another failure, like the Durban COP17 was two 
years ago. And this in turn will generate new civil society protests against 
rulers out of touch with reality, in so many potentially cataclysmic ways. 
www.pambazuka.org 
 
Patrick Bond directs the University of KwaZulu-Natal Centre for Civil 
Society and authored ‘Politics of Climate Justice’ (UKZN Press, 2012). 
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The Extraction Backlash 

 
 

 
 

How Fossil Fuel Companies Are Aiding Their Own Demise 
Nick Engelfried 24 November 2013 
 
In the early 1920s, the Long-Bell Lumber Company planned the city that 
would become Longview, Wash., plotting individual streets on a map that 
gave life to the community before the first house was raised. Long-Bell 
built the town for families of employees at two nearby sawmills, and the 
timber industry is still a major employer for the community of 36,000. 
 
Longview, which sits on the bank of the Columbia River, retains some of its 
original industrial feel. It might not be the first place you’d look for a 
thriving center of climate activism, but that’s just what it has become in 
recent years. 
 
In 2010, Millennium Bulk Logistics, a subsidiary of Australia’s Ambre 
Energy, submitted a proposal to the Port of Longview to build a coal 
export terminal that would send coal to overseas markets like China. The 
project would involve bringing open-top coal trains through Longview and 
dozens of other nearby towns, polluting them with coal dust and diesel 
fumes while cutting communities in half with increased rail traffic. 



 
A grassroots organization of Longview residents called Landowners and 
Citizens for a Safe Community started organizing to oppose the coal 
terminal. Earlier in 2010, after a four year battle, the group had managed 
to stop the construction of a liquefied natural gas pipeline through the 
community — a victory that put them in the environmental spotlight. But 
the ongoing fight against coal exports has proven to be even bigger. 
 
By the time state and federal agencies held their first public hearing on 
the coal terminal proposal in September, Landowners and Citizens for a 
Safe Community were ready, and they had the support of other 
organizations, including Columbia Riverkeeper, the Sierra Club and 
Greenpeace. Two thousand people showed up at the hearing, with those 
who opposed the coal export terminal outnumbering its supporters three 
to one. 
 
“Millennium has repeatedly lied to our community and deliberately 
conspired to keep pertinent information from our local decision makers,” 
said Landowners and Citizens for a Safe Community President Gayle Kiser 
in a news release for Columbia Riverkeeper. “We don’t trust them to tell 
us the truth about what their project means to Longview.” 
 
The debate over coal exports, preceded by the fight against liquified 
natural gas, has put the former lumber company town of Longview at the 
center of a regional movement against fossil fuel projects. But Longview 
isn’t alone. All over the nation, fossil fuel companies are creating pockets 
of localized backlash. People who never before had a special reason to 
dislike them now have very good reasons indeed. 
 
The extreme energy attack 
 
From fracking wells, to tar sands pipelines, to shale oil, to coal exports — a 
barrage of new fossil fuel projects have hit U.S. communities in recent 
years, many falling under the heading of extreme energy. Although the 
reasons for the boom are complex, a few key economic, political and 
historical factors stand out. 
 
One reason fossil fuel companies are focusing on hard-to-reach, low 
quality North American energy reserves is that private companies’ access 
to overseas fossil fuels is shrinking. The trend is exacerbated because 
much of the world’s oil and gas is controlled not by private entities, but by 
state-owned companies. The world’s biggest oil company isn’t ExxonMobil, 
it’s Saudi Aramco. 
 
According to Forbes, Exxon is only the fourth largest, with Russia’s 
Gazprom and the National Iranian Oil Company also outranking it. 
 
Because most oil nations have state-owned extraction companies, access 
to dwindling reserves of crude is seriously limiting for private companies. 
Add to that the proliferation of technologies like fracking and political 
pressure to achieve energy independence, and you get major incentives 
for oil companies to focus on North America. 
 
As for coal, until recently U.S. coal mining focused on high-quality reserves 
in select places like Appalachia and Wyoming. But Appalachia’s coal is 
running out, and shifting global markets have caused the industry to focus 
on exports. This has led companies like Arch Coal to bid on Montana coal 
reserves which have laid untouched for years because the coal’s high 
sodium content makes it unattractive to U.S. power stations. 
 



All of these factors have contributed to the extreme energy boom, but 
they still tell only part of the story. At least some of the focus on North 
American extreme energy seems attributable to the fact that fossil fuel 
companies have forgotten — or ignored — a set of historical conditions that 
helped shape the geography of extraction last century. 
 
Senator Nelson visits an oil spill 
 
On January 28, 1969, a natural gas blowout under an oil rig six miles from 
the California coast triggered a disaster for the record books. Three 
hundred million gallons of oil leaked into the ocean, much of it washing up 
on the shore around Santa Barbara, becoming the largest U.S. oil spill in 
history at the time. 
 
While citizens poured onto beaches to rescue oil-soaked birds, images of 
the disaster panned across televisions nationwide. Never before had the 
social costs of fossil fuel development been highlighted in such stark 
terms, while reaching so many people. A new environmental movement 
was stirring and the Santa Barbara oil spill came to symbolize the stakes. 
 
One of the most famous stories from Santa Barbara concerns Sen. Gaylord 
Nelson — Wisconsin’s former “Conservation Governor” — touring the 
devastated beach. According to legend, it was while flying out of Santa 
Barbara that Nelson had the idea for the first Earth Day. Whether or not 
that particular story is true, Nelson’s visit to Santa Barbara contributed to 
his growing frustration with environmental degradation. And just over a 
year after the Santa Barbara spill, millions of people flooded the streets 
for Earth Day 1970. 
 
Mere months before, the National Environmental Policy Act had been 
signed into law by President Nixon. In the years that followed, Congress 
passed modern versions of the Clean Water Act, Clean Air Act and 
Endangered Species Act. The story is now enshrined in environmental 
movement history: In the wake of disaster and rising public pressure, new 
laws helped clean up the air, water and land. 
 
But of course, that story has a sequel. 
 
Outsourcing pollution 
 
The federal environmental legislation of the early 1970s, passed in the 
wake of the Santa Barbara oil spill and other environmental disasters, is 
rightly remembered as a high water moment for U.S. environmentalism. 
But it didn’t go well for everyone. The industries most responsible for 
pollution didn’t close up shop, but rather moved their most polluting 
activities overseas, and to politically marginalized parts of the United 
States. 
 
In the decades following the 1970s, new regulations and public frustration 
with pollution caused extractive industries to physically distance 
themselves from upper and middle class communities. U.S. oil production 
peaked in 1970, the year after Santa Barbara, then began a decline that 
lasted almost 40 years. Oil extraction moved to places like Ecuador, 
Nigeria and the Middle East. 
 
The results were disastrous for affected communities: The steady stream 
of oil spills in the Niger Delta make what happened to Santa Barbara look 
innocuous. But it worked wonderfully for Big Oil. The industry outsourced 
extraction to countries where weak or corrupt governments could be 
counted on not to cause trouble — and if trouble did arise, the U.S. 



military was ready to assist, as in the case of Desert Storm. For most 
middle class Americans, the problem was out of sight and out of mind. 
 
The coal industry used a different strategy. Rather than exiting the United 
States, coal mining became concentrated in some of the most politically 
marginalized parts of the country — places like Appalachia and the Navajo 
Nation. Like Big Oil, Big Coal kept its most visibly destructive activities 
safely out of sight of most middle class citizens. 
 
During the 1980s and 1990s, environmental groups struggled to make the 
middle class care about destruction happening elsewhere. International 
campaigns — for instance, the one Rainforest Action Network launched 
against Burger King in the 1980s — were usually targeted at specific 
practices of one or a few companies, and relied on rallying relatively small 
groups of people to put maximum pressure on a corporation. While often 
effective, these highly targeted campaigns were quite different from the 
mass movements of the 1960s and 1970s. 
 
Then came the late days of the George W. Bush administration, and almost 
everything changed. 
 
Extreme energy rising 
 
During the Bush administration, the fossil industries found a better ally 
than they had known for decades. But it wasn’t until the final months of 
Bush’s last term that the rightward shift of the Republican Party, 
combined with the economic downturn and waning access to overseas 
fossil fuels, combined to bring fossil extraction back to much of the United 
States. 
 
Although the party that chanted “Drill baby, drill” didn’t keep the White 
House, its rightward shift prompted a similar realignment in the 
Democratic Party. As a result, Barack Obama largely adopted the pro-
drilling policies of his opponents. 
 
High oil prices were making consumers nervous, and the mass movements 
of the previous century had receded into distant memory. The time 
seemed ripe for a U.S. extraction boom. In 2008, for the first time in 
years, North American oil production began a steady climb. 
 
By then, Alberta was pumping tar sands oil into the Midwest. Fracking 
spread through the Northeast, Colorado and Wyoming. Coal companies bid 
on Montana state lands and made plans to transport coal to the coast. 
Parts of North Dakota became one big oil field. 
 
But there was one thing the industries didn’t count on: A new wave of 
citizen activism in places as far apart as Longview, Wash., and upstate 
New York. This movement — a patchwork of movements, really — has kept 
fracking out of New York, and delayed (perhaps indefinitely) the 
construction of coal ports on the West Coast. It’s rallied Nebraskans 
against the Keystone XL pipeline, and complicated the gas industry’s 
attempt to take over California. 
 
What should really be worrying fossil fuel companies is that some of the 
strongest resistance comes from towns like Longview. Places that few 
people would have predicted would become hotbeds of environmental 
activism are now some of the best organized and most vocal communities 
fighting fossil fuels anywhere in the country. Every fracking well placed 
near a city’s water supply and every coal train rolling through a small town 
gives some community a reason to hate fossil industries. And by failing to 



notice this, oil, gas and coal companies may be digging their political 
graves. 
 
The backlash spreads 
 
This current situation is not so different than the one that gave rise to the 
first Earth Day. In the tide of post-war industrial growth, people across the 
country found themselves fighting local battles to stop pollution and save 
natural areas. By the time Gaylord Nelson came up with the idea of 
organizing Earth Day, polluters had already done most of the work. 
 
As Nelson described it, Earth Day wasn’t a top-down initiative organized by 
a central committee, but a coming together of diverse groups of people, 
who — with a little prompting from national organizers — realized their 
struggles had something in common. Nelson went so far as to claim that 
Earth Day “organized itself.” 
 
Could the same kind of movement spring up around extraction, in the 
second decade of the 21st century? There’s no guarantee, and it’s perhaps 
equally possible that by staying too localized, individual fights over 
fracking wells and pipelines could inhibit a broader movement. But there 
are encouraging signs. 
 
Many organizers fighting specific fossil fuel projects already see their work 
as part of a larger united movement. For example, when President Obama 
toured New York last August, he encountered unified anti-fracking and 
anti-tar sands protests in four different cities. Local battles over 
extraction can alert people to the fact that other communities share their 
struggles, even though the details might vary. 
 
Extraction has always created community backlash. But as long as it 
happened in Nigeria and Ecuador, oil companies could be confident that 
the people they hurt most had no real power to influence U.S. politics. By 
targeting some of the nation’s most marginalized communities, coal 
companies managed to avoid a mainstream resistance. 
 
The new wave of extreme energy still targets the marginalized. Rail line 
neighborhoods affected by coal trains are mainly working class. Refineries 
for tar sands oil disproportionately impact people of color, and fracking 
targets rural communities. What has changed, however, is the sheer 
number of Americans directly affected by extraction, and the resulting 
localized backlash in places where it didn’t exist before. As the predation 
of the fossil industries continues to spread, the backlash may reach a 
critical mass. 
 
Back in Longview, local organizations are already connecting their 
struggles to a wider national and global movement. “Opposition to the coal 
export terminal continues to grow,” Landowners and Citizens for a Safe 
Community President Gayle Kiser. “Global as well as local issues are 
coming to the forefront. We have tried to emphasize the local concerns, 
including health and train traffic, but we realize that if we want our 
grandchildren to grow up in a safe and natural world, our work has to 
broaden.”  
www.zcommunications.org 

 

The Disappeared and Mexico's New Dirty War 

 



 
 
 

Peter Watt 22 November 2013 
 
It is becoming increasingly difficult for Mexican officials to pretend that 
the massive number of murders and enforced disappearances is not part of 
a deliberate government strategy. Political rhetoric, unsurprisingly, points 
to drug cartels as the sole perpetrators of violent crime in Mexico. But the 
mantra that the Mexican state, supported with funds and military 
wherewithal by the U.S. government, is waging a genuine war on organized 
crime is a pervasive but totally false myth. The suggestion that the 
violence in Mexico is at least partially explained by a deliberate 
government strategy to eliminate sectors of the population may sound like 
hyperbole and conspiracy theory, but then how do we explain the 
repeated involvement of state authorities in the worst atrocities presently 
committed? 
 
To give some perspective, the number of people forcibly disappeared in 
Mexico is probably now more than during the notorious Argentine military 
dictatorship, which developed a deliberate strategy of annihilating an 
entire layer of the population. The dirty war in Argentina, under the rubric 
of Operation Condor, targeted anyone the authorities deemed subversive. 
In the painful decades that have followed, relatives of the disappeared in 
Argentina have tried to reconstruct the country’s tragic history by 
attempting to bring those responsible to justice, much in the same way 
that many Chileans did after Augusto Pinochet seized power 40 years ago 
and engaged in a campaign of disappearing dissidents and opponents. 
 
Over 26,000 people were classified “disappeared” during the six-year term 
of former President Felipe Calderón, who left Mexican politics for a 
lucrative Fellowship at The Harvard Kennedy School of Government last 
year. In each year of his presidency, more people were forcibly 
disappeared than during the entire duration of Pinochet’s infamous 
military dictatorship in Chile. In a recent report, Human Rights Watch 
conducted 250 case studies of forced disappearance in Mexico. The 
research found that in 149 of those 250 cases, “These crimes were 
committed by members of every security force involved in public security 
operations, sometimes acting in conjunction with organized crime.” In the 
remaining cases, the report noted, it was not possible to link state 
authorities directly to enforced disappearances, but, the authors indicate, 
they “were not able to determine based on available evidence whether 
state actors participated in the crime, though they may have.” 
 
Unlike the años de plomo of Operation Condor in the Southern Cone, the 
new dirty war in Mexico seems less concerned with subversives than with 
unleashing the power of the state (in collaboration with organized crime) 
on the population. The leaders of every military dictatorship in modern 
history have understood perfectly the power of keeping the population 
afraid, terrorized, and vulnerable as a consummate means of social 
control. Why Mexico should be any different, despite its hollow democratic 
transition in 2000, remains to be explained, particularly in the current 
context of militarization and state complicity with criminal gangs. Amnesty 
International reports that during this past year, following patterns 
established over the last decade, “Members of the army, navy and the 
federal, state and municipal police were responsible for widespread and 
grave human rights violations in the context of anti-crime operations and 
when operating in collusion with criminal gangs. The government 
consistently refused to acknowledge the scale and seriousness of the 
abuses or the lack of credibility of official investigations. Impunity was 
widespread, leaving victims with little or no redress.” Investigators from 
the United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 
Disappearances who researched forced disappearances in Mexico came to 



similar conclusions, noting that state authorities were primarily 
responsible for the upsurge in such disappearances in recent years. Reports 
by human rights organizations detail how families of victims are repeatedly 
told by law enforcement officials and investigators that the only 
explanation for their forced disappearance or murder is that they were 
involved in criminal behavior, thereby relinquishing their right to a fair 
trial—a curious interpretation of equality before the law. 
 
Over 98 percent of homicides committed are neither investigated nor 
solved. Indeed, in 2012, of the 27,700 murders in Mexico, only 523 were 
solved and led to prosecution. Only a few days ago, investigators linked 
police forces working for organized crime in Michoacán to disappearances 
and the disposal of 18 bodies in a mass grave. 
 
Such figures should cast serious doubt on the common assertion among 
liberals that the war on drugs has been a “failure.” That the governments 
of Felipe Calderón and now Enrique Peña Nieto continue to escalate the 
crisis with more militarization (the very thing which has contributed 
significantly to the rise in violence) is a signal of how seriously both 
administrations take the deaths of 100,000 and the forced disappearance 
of a further 26,000 people. The continued funding and heavy presence of 
the Mexican army in the streets and the increased security cooperation 
with Washington suggest that neither government views the drug war as a 
“failure.” Nor are the systematic human rights abuses much of a secret. 
Recently declassified internal U.S. government documents show that 
officials are well aware that organized criminal syndicates operate with 
"near total impunity in the face of compromised local security forces." And 
yet both the U.S. and Mexican governments continue to fund what is 
becoming one of the most vicious and violent assaults on civil society in 
the world. One assumes there must be a logic to the madness, but it does 
not fit within the narrow confines of typical debate of government versus 
criminals nor the “successes” and “failures” of a bilateral drug war 
strategy. 
 
The scale of the intense violence and human rights abuses committed by 
police and military forces is clearly not the behavior of a ‘few bad apples’ 
operating outside the parameters of normal practice. The contradiction of 
a government fighting organized crime when every single one of its 
security forces directly charged with waging that war works in 
collaboration with the same criminals should give us pause to think about 
the real nature of the combat against narcotrafficking organizations. As 
elsewhere throughout the globe, the social consequences of political and 
economic control and privilege are of little or no concern to elites. 
Mexico’s levels of inequality are increasing rapidly, largely because recent 
governments have allowed the wholesale disposal of its land, resources, 
institutions and labor to the highest domestic and international bidders. 
U.S. military funding should be viewed in this light. Former U.S. Assistant 
Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs, Thomas Shannon, for 
example, summed up U.S. policy in Mexico thus: "To a certain extent, 
we're armoring NAFTA," the neoliberal trade pact between Mexico, Canada 
and the United States. Securing access to resources and land and 
repressing civil society is hardly restricted to Mexico. It is precisely how 
transnational capital—with the aid of publicly funded military forces—
operates in Iraq, in Mali, in Colombia, and in Haiti. The dead and 
disappeared are merely collateral fodder for capitalism’s insatiable 
demand for profit and expansion of markets and control. Those who get in 
the way, like political opponents in Argentina and Chile, or the 
impoverished majority in Mexico, are externalities to the natural 
functioning of a “free” market increasingly defended by force and 
coercion.  
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Youth wage subsidy may do more harm than good 

 
 

 
 

Sean Muller 21 November 2013  
 
The uncertain benefits and costs of the youth employment incentive may 
mean the Bill does more harm than good, writes Sean Muller. 
The youth wage subsidy, or Employment Incentive Bill, has caused much 
debate. (Galllo) 
Beyond any specific objectives, the broad purpose of any government 
policy must be to make society better off, whether now or in the future. Is 
this true of the youth wage subsidy as proposed in the Employment 
Incentive Bill recently passed by Parliament? While opponents of the policy 
have often been characterised as operating based on ideology rather than 
evidence, it is difficult to discern whether that is true as proponents of the 
legislation have failed to adequately acknowledge how risks associated 
with the incentive could impact broader social welfare. In a recent book, 
Public Policy in an Uncertain World, the respected econometrician Charles 
Manski has argued that too often the producers of evidence for policy 
express incredible certitude about their findings, aided and abetted by the 
desire of policymakers and politicians for simple results that can be easily 
understood and easily sold. Making good policy, however, requires an 
honest appraisal of the strength of evidence available and adequate 
accounting for how uncertainty about a policy’s possible effects relate to 
our social priorities. 
 
To understand why these general concerns are relevant to the youth wage 
subsidy, note that there are three possible direct effects of the scheme. 
The first is the intended one, namely that employers increase the number 
of jobs in response to the lower cost of young, unskilled workers. The 
second, a concern raised in particular by trade unions, is that employers 
will replace existing older workers with ones who qualify for the subsidy. 
Finally, and the subject of less discussion, is that the scheme will simply 
subsidise existing workers of qualifying age or those in new jobs that would 
have been created anyway. In practice, all three outcomes are likely – 
some new jobs will be created, some workers will be displaced and some 
jobs will be subsidised that either already existed or would have been 
created as a function of year-to-year economic growth. Whether the policy 
is desirable, then, depends entirely on the relative extent of these 
different effects, since the second trades older workers’ welfare for that 
of younger ones and the third simply leads to a transfer from the fiscus to 
a subset of existing employers without any benefit to the unemployed. 
 
There are a number of different sources of specific evidence that could 
guide our expectations of what the net effect will be. Studies of other 
countries’ experiences are an obvious place to start but while proponents 
have cited a number of cases where a subsidy appeared to create jobs, 
opponents have noted cases where there was little effect or negative 
outcomes in relation to displacement of existing workers. Leaving aside 
the favoured emphasis of different parties, the range of experiences is a 
first indicator of uncertainty. Another kind of evidence is existing 
academic studies that have attempted to estimate the relationship 
between wages and employment using historical data. Although this is 
unfortunately not a very reliable way of determining what will actually 
happen if we alter wages in a particular sector, the National Treasury 
proposal notes that this literature produces a wide range of estimates from 



0.2 to 2.2: decreasing the wage by 100% would increase employment 20% 
or 220%. More uncertainty. The Treasury’s forecasts of the likely effect 
appear to simply take an average of these findings (1.0), to assume that a 
given percentage decrease in wages would lead to the same percentage 
increase in employment. 
 
Experiment 
There are two sources of more direct evidence: a randomised trial of a 
conceptually similar wage voucher scheme and a study that attempted to 
estimate the possible effects using a mathematical (general equilibrium) 
model of the economy. The results of the randomised trial were 
summarised in an article by Neil Rankin, though unfortunately the full 
study remains unavailable, and the economy-wide modelling study was 
published in the journal Development Southern Africa earlier this year. In 
each case the devil is very much in the detail. While randomised trials are 
fairly good tools for estimating the causal effect of an intervention at a 
small scale, there are many reasons why those effects are not likely to be 
representative of what will happen when an actual policy is implemented 
on a national scale. In this case, there are a few specific concerns. First, 
individuals in the experiment may simply have been more likely to get jobs 
because they were cheaper to employ relative to other job seekers; the 
jobs they got may not have been created because of the voucher. 
Implemented at the national level where all young job seekers are 
subsidised the effects are likely to be lower, possibly to the extent of 
being insignificant. 
 
A second problem is that the experiment, by using a voucher instead of a 
tax rebate and being implemented by university researchers instead of 
government, is quite different from the intended policy. Arguably a large-
scale, widely publicised implementation by the South African Revenue 
Service may be more likely to encourage employers to create jobs, but in 
this we are simply back to speculation. And that is the third problem with 
experiments: they rarely help us understand why they work, which makes 
it difficult to use these results to say what the effect of the actual policy 
will be. As an example, one strange result from this trial was that many 
employers did not claim the voucher. That calls into question whether the 
monetary incentive was the reason for the difference between those with 
vouchers and those without.  
 
Ideological, political 
The problems afflicting modelling studies are different but no less 
important. At the national level financing of the scheme is a critical issue 
and the study assumes that "the subsidy programme is financed by raising 
average household income tax rates by between 10.9 and 12.5%". Another 
key assumption, standard in modelling but relatively implausible in 
practice, is that any excess transferred to firms is passed on to consumers. 
This assumption of perfectly competitive markets means that subsidies 
paid for existing workers or jobs that would have been created anyway 
simply lead to improvement in the welfare of consumers through lower 
prices and more consumption or savings. However, the existence of anti-
competitive behaviour and market power is the norm rather than 
exception in the South African economy so it appears more plausible that 
transfers of this kind will find their way into company profits. Depending 
on the extent of these, the result could be that a well-intentioned youth 
wage scheme leads to a regressive transfer from general tax revenue to 
firm profits with no effect on employment. 
This casts a different light on ideological and political issues. It is obvious 
that from a firm perspective the policy is desirable, regardless of whether 
it creates any jobs at all. Similarly, for political parties with a sizeable 
business constituency the policy presents a win-win proposition: at best 



the policy will benefit unemployed youth – with all the broader social 
benefits of that – and businesses, at worst it will benefit only business. 
Treasury’s original policy proposed to subsidise existing workers (up to 600 
000) with vague justification based on encouraging formalisation of 
enterprises. This has been omitted from the recent Bill albeit with 
relatively little explanation. That appears to be a good move given the 
concerns above and that the forecast effect on new job creation was 
barely 25% of this number, though unsurprisingly the decision has been met 
with disappointment from certain parties that may have profited from it. 
 
That change addresses the most glaring problem with the original proposal 
but a second issue remains: the inevitable subsidisation of jobs that would 
have been created anyway. Buried in the technical appendix of the original 
discussion document is an observation that "about 58 per cent of the job 
creation would have taken place in any case". In other words: under even 
what are arguably optimistic projections, more money will be paid for jobs 
that would have been created without the incentive than are created 
because of it. Treasury has referred to this issue in public debates using 
the technical term "deadweight loss", which economists know is a possible 
outcome of any intervention. However, to my knowledge there has been 
no public acknowledgement of how this affects the merits of the policy. 
Perhaps the most striking issue is that the deadweight loss is essentially 
certain, while the actual benefits of the policy (in terms of new jobs 
created) are highly uncertain – as should be clear from our discussions of 
the evidence available. Yet reading public statements by treasury, 
business and certain political parties even an informed member of the 
public would not know that the most likely outcome of the policy may be a 
socially regressive transfer of tax money to profits. Perhaps proponents 
see this alternative scenario as a way of giving businesses a tax break? If 
so, they should say as much publicly. 
 
Implementation 
A last set of issues concern the practical challenge of implementation. 
Various statements by proponents have argued that replacing older 
workers with younger ones qualifying for the subsidy would "not be good 
business sense". Interestingly, while this vague claim was not supported by 
any evidence it appears that estimates of the policy cost as well as 
forecasts of its effects have just assumed that no displacement will 
happen. More unacknowledged uncertainty. In fact, this claim contradicts 
the available evidence: a survey conducted with the randomised trial 
found that 20% of employers said they would replace workers in this 
fashion. Given a strong incentive not to admit this, that number is likely to 
be an underestimate. Related to that is the very real danger of large-scale 
fraud that would turn the policy into a massive rent seeking opportunity, 
not just through displacement but also the dismissal and rehiring of 
employees. In theory that is disallowed but despite fuzzy reassurances 
from treasury and political parties, no detail has been given on how such 
behaviour would be detected. In relation to displacement, the Bill places 
the onus on dismissed employees to prove in a formal forum (like the 
Commission for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration or Labour Court) 
that they were fired to employ a worker who would be subsidised. This 
may be an impossible standard to meet and effectively places the 
responsibility of protecting social welfare on relatively disempowered 
individuals. 
When one looks at the policy in the above light, conclusions that the youth 
employment incentive will be "a relatively cheap and effective way to 
create some employment" are, at best, premature and optimistic. If 
anything, careful consideration of the facts suggests that the scheme may 
do more harm than good. So much for the triumph of evidence.  
mg.co.za 
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Carbon Emissions on Tragic Trajectory 

 
 

 
 

Stephen Leahy 21 November 2013 
 
Burning of fossil fuels added a record 36 billion tonnes of CO2 to the 
atmosphere in 2013, locking in even more heating of the planet. 
 
Global CO2 emissions are projected to rise 2.1 percent higher than 2012, 
the previous record high, according to a new report released Tuesday by 
the Global Carbon Project. 
 
This increase is slightly less than the 2000-2013 average of 3.1 percent, 
said lead author Corinne Le Que?re? of the Tyndall Centre for Climate 
Change Research in the UK. 
 
“This is the second year in a row of below average emissions. Perhaps this 
represents cautious progress,” Le Que?re? told IPS. 
 
Still, these hard numbers demonstrate that the U.N. climate talks have 
failed to curb the growth in emissions. And there is little optimism that 
the latest talks known as COP19 here in Warsaw will change the situation 
even with the arrival of high-level ministers Wednesday. 
 
Global emissions continue to be within the highest scenario of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), she said. 
 
“This is a five-degree C trajectory. It’s absolutely tragic for humanity to be 
on this pathway,” Le Que?re? said. 
 
This year’s 36 billion tonnes of CO2 will raise the planet’s temperature 
about 0.04 degrees C for thousands of years. Every tonne emitted adds 
more warming, she said. (If one tonne of CO2 was a second, 36 billion 
seconds equals about 1,200 years.) 
 
CO2 levels in the atmosphere have risen about 40 percent in the last 
century. The oceans have absorbed 97 percent of the additional heat from 
those emissions, which is the only reason global temperatures have not 
risen much faster. However, the oceans will not continue to soak up all the 
extra heat forever. 
 
Who is most responsible for the 2013 emissions? 
In total volume it’s China, with 27 percent of the total. But Australia’s 
emissions per person are nearly three times higher than China’s. The other 
big emitters are the United States at 14 percent, the European Union at 10 
percent, and India at six percent, the Global Carbon Project report says. 
The Project is co-led by researchers from the Tyndall Centre for Climate 
Change Research at the University of East Anglia. 
 
While emissions grew year on year in China and India, U.S. emissions 
declined 3.7 percent. This reflects the switch from coal to gas as a result 
of the boom in natural gas production. Gas contains less CO2 than coal. 
However, U.S. coal exports soared. 



 
“The shale gas boom in the U.S. is making more fossil fuels available, 
resulting in greater overall emissions,” said Le Que?re?. 
 
A new tool anyone can use to explore where emissions are coming is also 
being released Tuesday. The Global Carbon Atlas is an online platform that 
allows anyone to see what their country’s emissions are and compare them 
with neighbouring countries – past, present, and future. It shows the 
biggest carbon emitters of 2012, what is driving the growth in China’s 
emissions, and where the UK is outsourcing its emissions. 
 
The Atlas clearly shows that coal is the biggest source of emissions in 2013. 
It is the “dirtiest” fossil fuel by far for the climate. This is true even with 
the most modern, efficient coal power plant. 
 
Poland generates 86 percent of its energy from coal and hopes to grow this 
industry even though it is hosting the U.N. climate talks. In a shock to 
many, it is also hosting the World Coal Summit this week. 
 
“Our people are suffering because of climate change. I can’t believe the 
Polish government is ignoring this by hosting that summit,” said Robert 
Chimambo of the Zambia chapter of the Pan African Climate Justice 
Alliance (PACJA). 
 
“Millions and millions of people are going to die in future just so coal 
companies can gain profits,” Chimambo told IPS. 
 
“There is no such thing as clean coal. Energy companies should never get a 
social license to build another coal plant,” said Samantha Smith, head of 
the global climate and energy initiative at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). 
 
Although the coal industry talks about carbon capture and storage (CCS), it 
is too expensive and there are not enough places to store the captured 
CO2, Smith told IPS. 
 
For developing countries, renewable energy is faster, cheaper, more 
decentralised and has the benefit of not polluting the air, water or land, 
she said. 
 
The narrowing carbon budget is another reason to pursue green energy. To 
have a reasonable chance of staying below two degrees C in coming 
decades, cumulative emissions must not exceed 2,900 billion tonnes of 
CO2, the IPCC says, and 69 percent of that is already in the atmosphere. It 
bears repeating that even two degrees C is not safe given the increases in 
extreme weather, ocean acidification, melting of Arctic sea ice and other 
impacts already seen with the 0.8C of current heating. 
 
“We have exhausted about 70 percent of the cumulative emissions that 
keep global climate change likely below two degrees,” said Pierre 
Friedlingstein at the University of Exeter in UK. 
 
This knowledge doesn’t seem to make a difference to most political 
leaders or delegates at the U.N. climate talks. Some like Canada and 
Japan either don’t care or fail to realise their responsibility, said Le 
Que?re?. 
 
“My message to delegates in Warsaw is for every country to make the most 
stringent cuts they can now. If we wait till after 2020 it will far more 
difficult and expensive,” she said. “We have the solutions. Going beyond 



two degrees C is very risky, it’s completely unknown territory.”  

 

Capitalism and Unemployment 

 
 

 
 

Richard D. Wolff 20 November 2013 
 
Capitalism as a system seems incapable of solving its unemployment 
problem. It keeps generating long-term joblessness, punctuated by spikes 
of recurring short-term extreme joblessness. The system's leaders cannot 
solve or overcome the problem. Before the latest capitalist crisis hit in 
2007, the unemployment rate was near 5 percent. In 2013, it is near 7.5 
percent. That is 50 percent higher despite the last six years of so-called 
"effective policies to address unemployment." 
 
Capitalism makes employment depend chiefly on capitalists' decisions to 
undertake production, and those decisions depend on profits. If capitalists 
expect profits high enough to satisfy them, they hire. If capitalists don't, 
we get unemployment. Capitalism requires the unemployed, their families 
and their communities to live with firing decisions made by capitalists 
even though they are excluded from participating in those decisions. The 
United States revolted against Britain partly because it rejected being 
victimized by tax decisions from which it was excluded. Yet employment 
decisions are at least as important as tax decisions. 
 
Unemployment has three dimensions that often escape public discussion, 
perhaps because they raise such fundamental questions about the 
capitalist system. The first dimension concerns the immense losses for 
society from the kind of unemployment capitalism reproduces and that we 
suffer today. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the sum of 
unemployed people, "marginal" workers (those who stopped looking for 
work), and involuntarily part-time workers (the "underemployed") is 
roughly 14 per cent of the labor force. That is 20 million of our fellow 
citizens. Alongside that statistic, the Federal Reserve reports that 20 
percent of our "industrial capacity" (tools, equipment, raw materials, floor 
space in factories, offices and stores, etc.) is sitting idle, wasted, not 
being used to produce goods and services. Capitalists make the decisions 
to not hire those millions of workers and to not buy, lease, or use all that 
industrial capacity. 
 
Capitalists make those decisions based on what is privately profitable for 
them, not on what is lost to society. And that loss is huge. A simple 
calculation based on the numbers above proves the point. We as a nation 
forego about 15 percent of extra output of goods and services because of 
unemployed people and idled tools, equipment, etc. That comes to 
roughly $2 trillion per year. Yes, you read that correctly. We could 
produce an annual extra output far greater than the government's budget 
deficit ever was. We could use that extra to reduce global poverty by more 
than what has been done by all advanced industrial nations for decades. In 
short, we have taken staggering losses for our planet from being entrapped 
within an economic system that permits employment decisions to be held 
hostage to capitalists' profit calculations. 
 
The second dimension of unemployment is the actual costs it imposes on 
society, costs not borne entirely, or even chiefly, by the capitalists whose 
decisions determine unemployment. A partial list of such costs includes 
additional government expenditures for unemployment compensation, 
food stamps, welfare supports and stimulus programs. Since the current 



capitalist crisis began in 2007, these costs are already in the trillions of 
dollars. It is also well known and documented that rising unemployment is 
positively correlated with rising physical and mental health problems, 
alcoholism, family disintegration, urban decline and so on. Public and 
private resources are expended to cope with these problems aggravated by 
unemployment. These resources come from the public much more than 
from the capitalists whose private decisions produced most of the 
unemployment. Capitalism socializes unemployment's immense costs. 
 
The third dimension of unemployment concerns how capitalism distributes 
unemployment among workers. In the United States, when capitalists 
decide to reduce employment because that is the most profitable decision 
for their individual, private enterprises, the question is: How will that 
unemployment be managed? The answer we see most often is that 
individual capitalists choose which individual employees they will fire. 
Thus in today's United States, capitalists have selected most of the 7.5 
percent of our people who are unemployed or underemployed. These they 
have condemned to full-time unemployment or reduced to unwanted part-
time work. 
 
An alternative option would manage unemployment by reducing everyone's 
work week by 7.5 per cent, or roughly 3 hours out of a week's 40 hours. 
Every worker would then have 3 hours of extra leisure for which no pay 
would be received. Instead, the saved money would be used to hire the 7.5 
percent of workers who no longer need to be fired. Their work would 
substitute for the 3 hours lost from every other worker's week. In this way, 
unemployment would be shared by everyone and not imposed on a 
minority selected by capitalists. 
 
Of course, capitalists oppose this alternative option. It costs them the 
benefits that have to be provided to all workers - more than if they could 
withhold benefits from fired workers (the usual practice). More 
importantly, if unemployment were shared, the injustice and waste of it 
would be driven home personally to every worker by his/her reduced hours 
and reduced pay. Right-wing ideologies would then find it harder to blame 
the unemployed for their joblessness. It would also make it easier to 
persuade and mobilize all workers to fight unemployment as their common 
enemy. Finally, it could help to spark the long-overdue debate over the 
social benefits and costs of more work and output versus more leisure and 
less pressure on our natural resources and environment. 
 
Capitalists defend their "right" to hire and fire as an "entitlement" that 
cannot be questioned. Yet it surely should be challenged on grounds of its 
undemocratic nature and its perverse social results. Employing people in 
socially useful work (however a democratic society might define that) is 
more humane to the individuals, families and communities involved, and 
more productive and less costly than rendering them unemployed. Yet a 
private profit-driven capitalist system yields the endless unemployment, 
spiking repeatedly, that society does not want. Except, of course, 
capitalists want it because it keeps them at the top of capitalist society.  
www.zcommunications.org 
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America’s New Socialist Council Member Talks To Salon 
Kshama Sawant and Josh Eidelson 19 November 2013 
 



 On November 5, Seattle voters made Occupy activist and economics 
professor Kshama Sawant the first avowed socialist city council member in 
their city’s history – and the country’s first big city socialist council 
member in decades. In an interview Thursday – one day before her vote 
count lead spurred her opponent to concede the race – Sawant slammed 
Obama economics, suggested she could live to see the end of U.S. 
capitalism, and offered a socialist vision for transforming Boeing. A 
condensed version of our conversation follows. 
 
It appears you’re on the cusp of winning a major city’s council race as a 
socialist. How did that happen? 
 
I think the basis for everything that’s happening in Seattle, and 
everywhere else, is the fallout of the economic crisis … In Seattle, we are 
seeing a city that is very wealthy but is very unequal, and has become 
unaffordable for the vast majority of people … 
 
Along with our [state Legislature] campaign last year and [city council] this 
year, we’ve seen a movement towards $15 an hour through the fast food 
movement … workers have courageously gone out on one-day strikes … The 
workers of [nearby airport city] SeaTac and the labor movement, they put 
a $15 an hour minimum wage initiative on the ballot for SeaTac city, and 
that is now leading … 
 
All of this is happening in the cauldron of the economic crisis and the 
burden placed on the shoulders of working people … The conditions that 
shape people’s consciousness in Seattle are not different from anywhere 
else. And in fact, there is a deep frustration and disgust with the political 
system … This is the background in which our campaign has had a 
resounding echo. 
 
After the 2008 financial crash, were you disappointed that there wasn’t 
more of a left turn in U.S. policy at the national level? 
 
I think it’s been it’s been demoralizing for the left for a while. But at the 
same time, I think what we’re seeing is a slow but steady change, and the 
Occupy movement was a really significant expression of the 
disenchantment from the system that we knew that everybody was 
feeling… 
 
In the absence of movements, especially mass movements, people tend to 
feel atomized, and everybody is privately thinking that “the system is not 
working for me.” The Occupy movement, what it did was it ended that 
silence and people were more openly talking about the economic crisis, 
the fact that the banks got bailed out and the rest of us were left with 
unemployment, low-wage jobs, and an epidemic of foreclosures and 
evictions. So I think, contrary to what people thought…It’s really been a 
period where newer, small but new movements are starting to rise up. 
There’s been the Occupy Homes campaign in Minnesota, which has actually 
prevented several foreclosures…And there’s been sort of initial eruptions 
of the environmental movement. 
 
…Now, what [the] Left has to do is to recognize that there is an opening 
here, there is a hunger among people in the United States, especially 
young people, young working people…In reality, what has become a dirty 
word is capitalism. Young people can see that the system does not offer 
any solutions. They can see that a two-party system is not working for 
them. But what is the alternative? We have to provide the alternative… 
 
Boeing workers…rejected this contract that has been forced on them by 



Boeing executives [who are] holding the state hostage to their 
demands…Every few years Boeing demands a massive corporate giveaway 
from the state, and the state each time gives into it – and this is a 
Democratic governor of the state who was leading this effort. For Boeing 
workers, it’s very clear that neither of the two parties is going to stand by 
them. And so the signal that it sends to the labor movement is that we 
have to have our own political organization. 
 
So what is the most likely path in your view to making the United States 
more socialist? 
 
I wouldn’t call it “more socialist,” in the sense that it doesn’t make sense: 
It can be either capitalism or socialism. But what we can do, in the 
journey toward making the economy into something that works for 
everybody: We have to fight for major reforms under capitalism … We are 
going to be pushing forward for $15 an hour minimum wage in Seattle in 
2014 … 
 
The only way we can get that any of these demands to be fulfilled is if we 
have mass movements of workers and young people coming together in an 
organized way and demanding these reforms … 
 
But we also have to be honest … That’s not going to be enough. Because 
the system itself is a system of crises … Capitalism does not have the 
ability to generate the kind of living wage jobs that will be necessary in 
order to sustain a decent standard of living for the majority … So we have 
to have a strategy where we not only fight for every reform that we can 
get, including single payer healthcare, but … It can’t be in isolation from 
also thinking about fundamental shift in society … 
 
In all this discussion, we cannot ignore the questions about climate change 
that are looming large in terms of this. And capitalism has shown itself 
completely incapable of addressing this crisis. And in some ways that’s as 
compelling a reason as any to think about a fundamental shift. 
 
Do you believe that capitalism can or will end in the United States in 
your lifetime? 
 
I can’t give a definitive answer to that because it will depend on what role 
we play – you know, we as in working people, young people, older people, 
people who have a stake in changing society, you know – it’s in our hands 
… We have to point the way forward, and that is the responsibility of the 
left, and we’re trying to do that. But we need other forces to step in. 
 
We need the labor movement to play a huge role in this. And you know, 
one of the things that the labor movement can do is it can join hands with 
the environmental movement … The other thing the labor movement needs 
to do is run their own candidates, independent of the two parties, 
independent of corporate money, and show that it’s possible. 
 
I mean, our campaign has shown that you don’t have to obey the rules. 
 
In the best case scenario for you, the day that capitalism ended in the 
United States — how would that happen, what form would that 
transition take? 
 
It would be difficult for me to lay out a blueprint of that. But … we can 
think about what it will require … 
 
Capitalism is a system where it’s extremely productive, and productivity 



rates are at an all-time high, but the gains of the productivity are 
delivered almost exclusively to a very tiny elite at the top … 
 
Boeing has an enormous factory, [as well as] all the auto factories that are 
lying defunct right now in the U.S. — they all have enormous capacity for 
production. And there’s any number of workers with the skills, and people 
who have the potential of learning those skills. And instead we have a 
situation where, because we don’t have a say in the production, either the 
machines are lying idle, or the machines are being used to produce 
destructive machines like drones. 
 
So what we need to do is to take the machines and the factories into 
democratic, say, democratic ownership — and the workers can contribute 
rail cars or buses, something like that, something that is beneficial to 
society. And that’s something that creates jobs — it will create living wage 
jobs … 
 
That’s the kind of system that we need, where the decisions on what to do 
with resources, and what to produce, how much of it to produce, that is 
made in accordance with democratic principles, and in accordance with 
what human society needs, not because the Wal-Mart CEO needs to make 2 
percentage points more profits this quarter. 
 
Under that vision of socialism, would there still be a Seattle City 
Council? 
 
Absolutely. There has to be elected representation. There would still be 
unions. There has to be accountability. 
 
What will change is how democracy actually functions. I mean, today we 
have a certain level of democracy — I mean, when you look at the vote, 
that’s true. And we are running within the system. But it’s a very limited 
form of democracy. You know, in order to get your message across, if you 
are a campaign with loads of corporate money, it’s easier for you. If 
you’re going against the status quo, it’s harder … And voters themselves 
are disenfranchised in so many ways … 
 
Democracy is nonetheless absolutely the bedrock of socialism. In fact, I 
would say that democracy is absolutely critical for this vision to come 
alive. And in fact democracy is antithetical in many ways to capitalism. 
And in fact this democracy that we have is something that allows us to do 
a little bit within the system, but that’s not what the capitalist class want. 
I mean, they do not want us to fight for $15 an hour, they don’t want to 
give that. But we’re able to fight for it within the system. But that’s 
despite capitalism, not because of capitalism. 
 
President Obama told the Business Roundtable – speaking of “the 
capitalist class” – in his first term that he’s an “ardent believer in the 
free market,” and that he sees three roles for government: to create 
rules for a level playing field; to provide things that individuals can’t do 
for themselves; and to provide a social safety net. What do you make of 
that kind of politics? 
 
First of all, I think Obama is being quite honest … he believes in 
capitalism. And so for people to have the faith that he is going to really 
fight against those ideas … there is no basis in reality for that … 
 
I would say that the “free market” is basically free for the super-wealthy, 
and extremely un-free for the rest of us. Because they dictate the terms. 
And so this idea that the free market can generate conditions where social 



programs can thrive and a level playing field can be created — it is an 
oxymoron. Because what the capitalist market does – and that’s what they 
call the “free market” – is that if you are a big player, like one of the oil 
companies, then you are in the best position to consolidate your wealth 
even further … One of the systematic, statistical realities under capitalism 
is intergenerational transmission of wealth and intergenerational 
transmissions of poverty … 
 
I often ask my students, “What do you think is the best way of making 
money under capitalism?” They often give me interesting answers, like 
maybe [creating] an app for an iPhone … I tell them, “Look, the best way 
of making money under capitalism is to have money in the first place” … 
 
You also hear people saying, well, it’s “crony capitalism” or it’s “disaster 
capitalism” or some other capitalism. Well, the fact is, you know, they’re 
all dancing around [that] this is capitalism … It’s not built into the system 
that the goal is to ensure that socially responsible life is possible. The goal 
is to maximize profits for those who already have wealth … 
 
The reality is that capitalism rewards the biggest corporations and it tends 
toward monopoly. That is what capitalism is. 
 
If you end up on the city council, how different is your agenda on the 
council and your voting record going to be from the liberal Democrats 
on the Seattle City Council? 
 
Most of them are typical, homogenous block of more pro-Big Business 
conservative advocates, although in name they’re all Democrats … Seattle, 
like most major cities of the United States, is ruled by the Democratic 
Party establishment. And all of the problems that we see here, you know, 
crisis of affordable housing, low-wage jobs and all of those things, lie at 
the doorstep of the Democratic Party … 
 
One [example] was a vote on whether the city should allow regulated 
homeless encampments … a very necessary stopgap measure to protect 
families from the ravages of homelessness. And my opponent … was the 
fifth vote that crushed it … 
 
Another example — this is also politically really instructive — is the paid 
sick leave for Seattle workers … That was possible because rank-and-file 
workers and the labor movement took it on themselves — I mean, they 
were the ones who championed it. They were out on the streets 
demonstrating and demanding that the council pass a paid sick leave 
initiative … That, in combination with the fact that there are one or two 
more progressive voices on City Council who took that on and pushed for 
it, ensured that basically the issue was passed … My opponent [cast the] 
sole vote against it. That one thing should be enough for people to not 
elect him again, because that was a completely unconscionable thing to 
do… 
 
When we launched our campaign, and it was early this year, no one else 
was talking about $15 an hour except for us and the fast food workers, and 
all the corporate candidates — including the mayoral candidates — were 
very, very carefully avoiding it … Ultimately, it was impossible for the 
corporate candidates to ignore, and toward the end of the campaign you 
had both of the mayoral candidates putting on paper that they support $15 
an hour … 
 
What I can do on the City Council as one socialist is really far more than 
what people imagine it to be. Because it won’t just be my voice … to talk 



to other council members, but it’s also going to be to continue to really 
encourage and to invite public pressure into it. Which is how this camp 
succeeded. 
 
Are there countries that you look to as good examples of socialism? 
 
There is no real full example … but there are elements of what we are 
talking about in our vision for a future society … 
 
In the United States, the creation of the welfare program in the first 
place. The creation of Social Security. All the advances that have been 
made in women’s rights and LGBT rights — a lot of this is well within the 
vision of what I would consider a really humane society in the future, and 
what I consider socialism … The gains that we have today are very 
consistent with our vision for a socialist society, and also they came about 
because a lot of these movements were headed by socialists. 
 
And there are elements of socialism or socialist society in many other 
countries as well. So if you look at Finland and the funding for public 
education, how strong the teachers’ unions are, the full funding for 
healthcare in Cuba, also education. These are all elements that we would 
want to see put in place in a future society. 
 
But at the end of the day, it’s not possible to have socialism in one country 
… If resources are organized globally along capitalist lines, it’s just not 
possible to provide that really high standard of living that some people 
have to everybody else … 
 
[A] small section of the working class has attained a really good standard 
of living. But first of all, that was not delivered to the vast majority. And 
secondly, and more importantly, those kinds of living are starting to 
disappear … It’s a politics of austerity in Europe, and all of these programs 
are under major assault. And so that shows you that you can’t have 
socialism in one country, and you can’t stop at social democracy. You 
can’t stop at having reforms … We have to have a fundamental shift. 
 
In the past few decades, has the United States been moving closer 
toward that ideal of socialism, or further away from it? 
 
As far as what has been happening broadly in the economy, no, it hasn’t 
been moving closer to socialism. And in fact what’s been happening is that 
some of the gains of the post-Second World War era, the creation of the 
middle class, for example, the funding for public education, a lot of these 
things are under attack … You don’t have to be a socialist economist for 
someone to admit that the middle class is fast disappearing. You know, 
Paul Krugman talks about it. So that’s going in the wrong direction. 
 
What it shows is that, you know, when there is a major crisis in capitalism, 
the people who are going to be squeezed are working people. 
 
When did you become a socialist and what brought you to socialism? 
 
Consciously, I became a socialist when I came to Seattle, and I just 
happened to attend a meeting where somebody from Socialist Alternative 
gave a speech. And for me, there was — that was exactly what I was 
looking for. And I haven’t looked back since then. 
 
But I would say more accurately that I have always been a socialist, but 
less consciously. From my very childhood, it was just the experience of 
growing up in Mumbai, India, and seeing just the ocean of poverty and 



misery all around me. And for me, it was not simply a question of outrage 
or fellow-feeling. Of course that’s the starting point, but for me it’s a 
logical question as well. Which is: How is it possible that there is so much 
wealth in society, and you can see that there are so many wealthy people 
who are just wealthy beyond measure, and you have such unimaginable 
poverty and misery, and just absolute horrendous conditions that human 
beings are living in … 
 
It just seemed very, just unacceptable to me logically that that situation 
was a natural one. I mean, I could see that it had nothing to do with 
resources or productivity. It was clearly a political obstacle to eliminating 
poverty.  
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Britain: No future under capitalism  

 
 

 
 

Rachel Gibbs 18 November 2013  
 
Despite comments on a tentative recovery with improvements in the 
housing market and banking profits booming once more, there is no doubt 
that there has been no recovery for the vast majority. Government debt 
stands at £1.2 trillion; many cuts are still to be made; poverty continues to 
grow – last year real income fell by 3% and government studies have shown 
that 52% of people in Britain struggle to pay their bills. 
 
The working class has been forced to shoulder a crisis they did not create. 
The only objective of the ruling class, represented in the Tory led 
coalition, is to uphold capitalism and retain the wealth they have amassed 
from the grinding exploitation of workers over the past decades. The 
government will continue to implement cuts whilst bankers and CEOs will 
continue to take home millions in bonuses. 
 
The crisis has particularly impacted on young people: we are the first 
generation in decades that will be poorer than our parents; we face 
increasingly narrowed access to higher education and a job market that 
has left over 20% - i.e. 1 in 5 - of those under 25 unemployed. 
 
Higher education during the boom years 
In tackling this question we must consider the future that our generation 
were promised. New Labour came to power in 1997 under the banner of 
“education, education, education” and this mantra was played out in 
schools with a push towards as many pupils as possible entering into higher 
education (HE). Of course this led to many positive outcomes as scores of 
young people were able to be the first in their family to experience a 
university education and gain a degree. However, there were also more 
cynical aspects to the policy, with young people encouraged to enter 
further/higher education rather than go straight into the job market, thus 
producing lower unemployment figures. 
 
As is the norm with capitalism, this was an ill thought out policy, as even 
during the boom years the job market was then unable to accommodate 
the number of well educated, young jobseekers: in 2003, 13% of recent 
graduates were unemployed and of the 87% in employment, nearly 30% 
were in low skilled jobs. 
 
Of course this contradiction has only been compounded by the recession: 
in 2010 over 20% of graduates were unemployed and over one-third of 
those working were in low skilled jobs. When one considers that many of 



these graduates spent their school years being told that a degree was a 
passport to a fruitful and enjoyable career, these figures become even 
more alarming. 
 
Capitalism is only interested in producing profits and thus there is not 
enough room within the system to allow for the utilisation of skills that 
thousands of students have learnt at university. Under socialism, a planned 
economy would allow for a rational distribution where education and skills 
would be used so as to gain improvements and advancements for society 
rather than profit. 
 
Higher education in the era of recession 
The introduction of tuition fees of up to £9,000 per year at universities in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland (and subsequently for non-Scottish 
students in Scotland) combined with the cutting of EMA in England led to a 
series of radical student protests during the winter of 2010. This reaction 
came from thousands of students who recognised that these new measures 
meant that entering higher education would become a huge sacrifice for 
all but the privileged minority. 
 
The tripling of fees came at a time when Britain, like now, was in the 
midst of an unprecedented recession; youth unemployment was on the rise 
and - even more so than before - education was seen as one of few roads 
out of immediate unemployment, with a degree offering the possibility of 
gaining a good job after graduation. The cutting of EMA also made the cost 
of post-16 education a new concern for the poorest children in Britain. 
 
These measures signalled the end of any appearance of education being 
the root out of poverty, with the most disadvantaged now turned away by 
financial worries. The Tory-led coalition is clearly signalling a return to the 
idea that education is a luxury only available to those who can afford to 
pay for it. 
 
The cuts to EMA and the increase in fees must also be viewed as a part of 
the ruling class’s response to the financial crisis. They are only interested 
in ensuring the capitalist system remains in place; this means that workers 
and their families must pay for the government debts, which were 
amassed in bank bailouts, through cuts and austerity. 
 
Students starting university this year are the second cohort to experience 
the new fees. Figures from last year, the first year where students would 
be paying £9000 tuition fees, show the impact of increased fees – 
applications fell by nearly 9% compared to 2011. In England applications 
were down by 10%, compared to a 2.2% fall in Scotland (where Scottish 
domiciled students do not have to pay tuition fees at Scottish universities), 
though the number of Scottish students applying to English universities fell 
by 16%. 
 
The decline in applications according to subject is also interesting; the 
biggest fall was seen in applications for non-European languages, at nearly 
21%, with combined arts and creative arts and design experiencing 
declines of 16.7% and 16.4% respectively. The only increase in a named 
subject group was seen in medicine-related subjects, at 0.3%, and the 
smallest falls were seen in physical sciences (0.9%) and engineering (2%). 
 
The statistics appear to be suggesting that students who made the decision 
to take on the debt of higher education were electing for subject choices 
that are thought to have a higher degree of employability. Here we are 
seeing applicants being forced into an economic mindset rather than 
following their own interests, with degrees being viewed as an addition to 



the CV rather than as an opportunity for intellectual exploration. With 
economists predicting austerity to continue up to and beyond 2020 many 
students’ sacrifices are likely to be in vain. 
 
Situation for youth across Britain and Europe 
Countries across Europe are experiencing massive increases in youth 
unemployment, with statistics standing at 65% in Greece, 56% in Spain, 43% 
in Portugal and 41% in Italy; across the EU the rate of unemployment 
amongst 15-24 year olds is 24%. The state of British capitalism has been, 
and will continue to be, affected by the downturn amongst the eurozone 
countries, due to the debt being held in British banks and countries within 
the EU being our main trading partners. 
 
The unplanned nature of capitalism and greed of the ruling classes means 
that working people, students and the unemployed are being forced to pay 
for a crisis they did not create, as services are being cut and opportunities 
for employment are declining. Meanwhile the millionaires of the cabinet, 
bankers and CEOs are unaffected and continue to enjoy their privileges. 
 
Even amongst young people who have been able to enter into higher 
education there are many doubts about our futures post-graduation. For 
young people leaving school aged 16-17 the situation is even more bleak; 
their level of unemployment stands at 40%, which is only compounded by 
the fact that Job Seeker’s Allowance is unavailable to under 18s. These 
conditions, where young people are seeing opportunities continually being 
closed off to them, are the backdrop to events such as the riots of 2011. 
 
Capitalism is an irrational system that is incapable of providing a future for 
the majority of young people, as resources are simply exploited in order to 
provide extreme wealth for a select few. This in turn leads to crisis as the 
mass of low-paid workers cannot afford to buy the products created by 
capitalism. Only under socialism where the needs of society as a whole are 
catered for through a planned economy can we provide hope and 
opportunities for the masses of children and young people. 
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Look to the real reasons for SA road carnage 

 
 

 
 

Terry Bell 15 November 2013  
 
The road crash massacre on the Moloto Road in Mpumalanga this week 
provides an horrific portent for the annual festive season slaughter on the 
highways and byways of South Africa. And the manner in which the deaths 
of 29 people were reported, being consigned, for the most part, to the 
inside pages of newspapers, reveals just how accepting the country has 
become of such carnage. 
 
It indicates yet again that little — if anything — has changed across the 
years; that conditions for professional drivers and for road users in 
general, are worse than they were perhaps 20 or 30 years ago; and that 
the public in general has become inured to the regular spillage of gore and 
blood on the country’s roadsides. 
When accidents with numerous fatalities occur, there is an immediate 
focus on the outpouring of grief by families and friends, but little or no 
analysis of the long-term consequences for parents, dependents or 
physically and emotionally damaged survivors. Nor are there any serious 
attempts to expose and confront the myriad causes or to lay blame where 



blame belongs, let alone suggest obvious solutions. 
 
In the various media there also are almost always references to an 
apparently “notorious stretch” of one or other “Death Road”, the 
implication being that the blame somehow lies with sections of particular 
roads. However, amid futile cries that “some thing must be done” there 
are investigations of these tragedies by usually competent authorities. 
But these investigations tend to focus on the immediate causes of any 
specific tragedy, they do not paint an holistic picture, looking to the 
sometimes complex legacies of the past to pinpoint causes that should long 
ago have been dealt with. And, labelled as the causes of specific accidents 
are issues such as driver error, perhaps compounded by the weather and 
poor visibility, faulty brakes, poor maintenance or the deterioration of the 
road surface. 
 
However, as the transport unions have pointed out over the years, that 
catch-all term, “driver error” is all too often seen as the beginning and the 
end of such investigations. Yet the unions maintain that professional 
drivers are frequently as much the victims as any of the other casualties 
on roads that are frequently in need of repair. These drivers are also 
placed under extraordinary pressure by the system in which they have to 
operate. 
 
With the exception, perhaps, of wage rates for permanent employees of 
larger freight companies, the conditions for drivers overall and the roads 
on which they operate, are probably worse today than they have been for 
20 or 30 years. Partly, this is a legacy of the road freight deregulation of 
1984 that put a massive — and still growing — number of juggernauts on 
roads that were not designed for them. 
 
The racial bias of South Africa’s history has also ensured that the majority 
of South African workers live further from their places of work than do 
their counterparts in other lands. So they are forced to use public 
transport, most commonly taxis and buses, that compete on the roads with 
the juggernauts. 
 
“We should remember that, before 1984 there was a rail monopoly and it 
was necessary to get a permit even to move your own possessions by 
road,” says independent transport analyst, Paul Browning. The railways, as 
a complacent, Afrikaner job creation entity, was shunted into the 
background as a politically connected road transport lobby became 
dominant. 
 
Then, with traffic of all kinds increasing, the government in 1993 raised 
the legal axle load rate from 8 200kg to 9 000kg. But the roads and bridges 
constructed in the years before then had not only been designed for 8 
200kg — they were also meant for tyres that were not so as hard on the 
paving. 
 
Today the maximum load a truck can carry and tow in South Africa is 
greater than anything permitted on the roads of Europe, North America or 
Australia. “This was despite seven studies showing this would have a 
detrimental effect on the roads,” says Browning. 
 
As a result, many roads have been effectively chewed up as freight 
haulage company demands were accommodated. And the juggernauts, 
along with the buses, taxis and other vehicles, have had to deal with this. 
“So don’t blame the victims, blame the system — and do something about 
it,” says Tony Franks, general secretary of the Transport and Omnibus 
Workers’ Union. Like the SA Transport and Allied Workers’ Union and 



several transport specialists, he also points to inadequate training and lax 
enforcement at a time when tight profit margins encourage many 
companies to cut corners. 
 
“And there is also no perusal of hours on the road or of sleep schedules for 
drivers,” says Witwatersrand University sleep specialist Alison Bentley. As 
a result, drivers who fall asleep at the wheel are seen to be at fault 
because , as “reasonable men” they should have known when they were 
too tired to drive. 
 
But drivers are often under incredible pressure to meet deadlines, often 
well outside agreements struck within the official bargaining council. 
Unofficial bonuses are also paid for the delivery of goods in less than the 
normal time stipulated. 
 
Yet, more than a decade ago, research from Australia revealed that lack of 
sleep could be equated to alcohol consumption, especially as it pertained 
to drivers. The research discovered that an average driver, not having 
slept for 21 hours, would be able to function at the same level as someone 
with a blood alcohol level of 0.08 per cent, or well above the level for a 
drunk driving conviction. 
 
It also reveled that inadequate sleep over a protracted period results in 
slurred speech, wandering concentration and apparent difficulty in 
physical co-orientation. In fact, rather like being very drunk. 
 
All of this has been known for many years by the authorities who have 
received reports from academics, trade unions and from media 
investigations. Perhaps, in the wake of the Moloto Road tragedy, it is 
finally time time for some serious action to be taken to remedy the 
situation. 

 

Poppycock 

 
 

 
 

Or Why Remembrance Rituals Make Me See Red 
Robert Fisk 11 November 2013 
 
On the briefest of visits to London, I was appalled to notice that our 
television presenters and politicians and dignitaries have almost all 
resorted to stereotype by wearing those bloody poppies again – even 
though I suspect most of them would not know the difference between the 
Dardanelles and the Somme. How come this obscene fashion appendage – 
inspired by a pro-war poem, for God’s sake, which demands yet further 
human sacrifice – still adorns the jackets and blouses of the Great and the 
Good? Even Tony Blair dares to wear a poppy – he who lied us into a war, 
which killed more people than the Battle of Mons. 
 
I know all the reasons they give us. We must remember our dead. “They” 
died for us and our freedom. The cost of sacrifice. Remember 
Passchendaele. Never forget. At school I used to wear a poppy – without 
the leaf which now prettifies this wretched flower – and so did my Dad 
who, as I often recall, was a soldier of that Great War, in the trenches of 
the Third Battle of the Somme, 1918, and at Cambrai. But then, as 2nd 
Lieutenant Bill Fisk grew older and became sick, he read the biographies of 
that most meretricious of officers, Earl Haig – butcher Haig of the Somme, 
whose wife gave her name to the original poppies – and came to regard the 
wearing of these sickly and fake petals as hypocrisy. He stopped wearing 



the poppy for 11 November, and so did I. 
 
At Ypres four years ago, I was honoured to give the Armistice Day lecture 
just before 11 November; but I did not wear a poppy and politely declined 
to lay a wreath at the Menin Gate – that “sepulchre of crime” as Sassoon 
called it – and I discovered, as the clergy purred away beneath the names 
of the 54,896 Great War soldiers with no known grave, a headstone atop 
the city’s old medieval wall. Nothing could equal the words which his 
family had courageously inscribed above the final resting place of 2nd 
Lieutenant Arthur Conway Young, who died on 16 August, 1917: “Sacrifice 
to the fallacy that war can end.” 
 
So is there not some better way to remember this monstrous crime against 
humanity? The pity of war, as Wilfred Owen described it, must, for 
individuals, have a finite end, a point when time – looking backwards – just 
runs out. British men and women – and children – who visit the Somme 
battlefields and their vast cemeteries, still cry, and I can understand why. 
Here lies indeed the flower of youth cut short, only just over a generation 
distant. But we do not cry when we visit Waterloo or Agincourt. At 
Flanders Fields, the tears still flow. But not at Flodden Field. Who even 
weeps for the dead of the Boer War? No poppies for them. Only when you 
move into religious ecstasy can the long dead touch our souls. Watch the 
Christians walking the Way of the Cross in Jerusalem, or the Iraqi Shia 
remembering in the oven-like heat of Najaf and Kerballa the martyrdom of 
Imams Ali and Hussain. The tears splash down their clothes. 
 
Perhaps in war, it’s the names that count. Dead soldiers had no 
gravestones before the Great War, unless they were generals, admirals or 
emperors worthy of entombment in Saint Paul’s or Les Invalides. The 
soldiery were simply dumped into mass graves. At Waterloo, the remains 
of the dead were shipped off to England to be used as manure on the fields 
of Lincolnshire – sometimes tilled, no doubt, by their unsuspecting farmer 
sons. So much for our remembrance of the “thin red line”. No posthumous 
glory for them. 
 
Yet glory, I fear, does lie somewhere in our souls when we decide to bless 
our clothes with this preposterous poppy, this little paper and plastic 
“blood-drop” on our breasts, fake flowers that supposedly spring from the 
blood-red soil of the Flanders dead. It is perhaps easier to believe that the 
names will “live for evermore” – as it says on the walls of cemeteries of 
both Great Wars of the 20th century – even though hundreds of thousands 
of First World War Brits and French and Germans and Austrians and 
Irishmen in British uniform and Hungarians and Indians and Russians and 
Americans and Turks and, yes, even Portuguese (at Ypres) have no graves 
at all. But the poppy also helps us avoid a search for the meaning of war. 
 
Wyndam Lewis, the master of Vorticist art who became a soldier at Ypres, 
wrote of the Great War that it “went on far too long… It was too vast for 
its meaning, like a giant with the brain of a midge. Its epic proportions 
were grotesquely out of scale, seeing what it was fought to settle. It was 
far too indecisive. It settled nothing, as it meant nothing. Indeed, it was 
impossible to escape the feeling that it was not meant to settle anything – 
that could have any meaning, or be of any advantage, to the general run 
of men.” 
 
Tolstoy caught the other side of this “non-meaning” of war in his critique 
of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. An “event took place”, he wrote in War 
and Peace, “opposed to human reason and human nature. Millions of men 
perpetrated against one another such innumerable crimes, frauds, 
treacheries, incendiarisms and murders, as in whole centuries are not 



recorded in the annals of all the law courts of the world, but which those 
who committed them did not at the time regard as being crimes.” 
 
It was Lewis’s idea – that war was ultimately devoid of meaning – which my 
father was, I think, trying to capture when he described the 1914-18 
conflict to me in his hospital room as “just one great waste”. He had 
survived that war and outlived another and the end of the British Empire, 
which I suspect we have not ceased mourning – could that be really what 
the poppies are all about? – and even lived long enough to watch the first 
Gulf War on television. He often quoted what he believed to be the last 
words of Nurse Edith Cavell, shot in Brussels by the Germans for rescuing 
Allied soldiers behind enemy lines, words which are inscribed on her 
monument beside the National Gallery: “Patriotism is not enough.” But in 
full, her very last words – spoken to a British chaplain before she was 
executed – were these: “But this I would say, standing in view of God and 
eternity, I realise that patriotism is not enough. I must have no hatred or 
bitterness towards anyone.” Read her words; and cast poppies aside. 
 
For they are better, surely, than that terrible, almost orgiastic poem by 
the Toronto doctor John McCrae who died in 1915, and whose words 
inspired the armies of poppy-wearers. “In Flanders fields, the poppies 
blow/ Between the crosses, row on row...” McCrae begins – but then his 
dead soldiers exhort the living to “Take up our quarrel with the foe…/ If ye 
break faith with us who die/ We shall not sleep, though poppies grow/ In 
Flanders Fields.” The poppies were there to remind us of our duty to kill 
more human beings. 
 
And what did I see on television a few hours before writing these words? 
Why, the mayor of Toronto – McCrea’s own city – admitting to the smoking 
of crack cocaine. “I sincerely, sincerely, sincerely apologise,” he burbled 
to us all. And what did I see in his jacket button hole? A bloody poppy! 
How they must have cried at Passchendaele… 
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The Super Rich Reinvent U.S. Capitalism 

 
 

 
 

Shamus Cooke 12 November 2013 
 
As U.S. corporate profits soar to record highs, food stamps for the neediest 
were quietly cut. The politicians who are demanding endless cuts to social 
programs — Democrats and Republicans alike — insist that the U.S. is 
broke, all the while conveniently ignoring the mountains of tax-free wealth 
piling up in the pockets of the super rich.  
 
This newest flood of cash for the nation's wealthiest 1% is a blatant 
government subsidy: the Federal Reserve continues to pump out an extra 
$75 billion a month, the vast majority of which fattens the already-
bursting overseas bank accounts of the rich. Since Obama has been 
president this pro-corporate policy has helped funnel 95 percent of the 
nation's new income to the wealth-soaked rich.  
 
And while it’s true that the global super rich have an estimated $32 trillion 
[!] stashed away abroad in off shore tax havens, an even newer way to 
avoid taxes has gripped the endlessly-greedy minds of U.S.-based 
billionaires.  
 
Instead of shielding themselves behind the classic 'C' corporation structure 



— and all the burdensome taxes and regulations associated with it — two-
thirds of new corporations have "evolved" into pseudo-legal "partnership" 
structures, commonly referred to as "pass throughs,” the idea being that 
the corporate-partnership instantly passes the profits through to the 
shareholders, no corporate tax necessary.  
 
The most common form of pass throughs are "innovative” variations of a 
Limited Liability Company, a tax structure created in 1975 for narrowly 
regulated purposes. But now rich investors are performing accounting and 
legalistic somersaults to exploit the tax structure, practices that were 
illegal before the regulators were "captured" by the big banks.  
 
The pro-billionaire Economist magazine recently discussed the pass 
through fad:  
 
"A mutation in the way companies are financed and managed will change 
the distribution of the wealth they create...The corporation is becoming 
the distorporation...More businesses are now twisting themselves into 
forms that allow them to qualify as pass throughs." 
 
So, for example, imagine that nine rich guys get together and call 
themselves a pass through corporation of some variety. They do this 
because they want to avoid personal liability in case things go awry. Their 
partnership only buys and sells stocks and goes on to make billions, while 
paying zero corporate taxes. When their risky bets go bust and the 
partnership is sued by hoodwinked investors, the company instantly 
declares bankruptcy, since all profits were quickly "passed through.” The 
partners (the nine guys) cheerfully go home to swim through their sea of 
cash.  
 
In real life shady pass throughs make massive wealth. Richard Kinder, who 
co-founded the biggest pass through, named Kinder Morgan, personally 
received $376 million in dividends last year alone [!], according to the 
Economist.  
 
The pass through fad is on track to becoming the dominant way that the 
super rich get together to make huge amounts of money — pass throughs 
were 63 percent of all corporate profits in 2008, and are likely higher now, 
since many of the big private-equity companies making a killing by the 
cheap fed dollars are organized under pass through umbrella structures.  
 
There is a huge society-wide risk for this type of behavior, which 
resembles the reckless gambling that destroyed the economy in 2008. As 
an ever-larger share of wealth is poured into these risky, non-regulated 
vehicles, the potential grows for them to self-destruct and pull down the 
broader economy with them. Pass throughs — which include most private-
equity firms — function "efficiently" when the government is handing them 
cheap money; when interest rates go up, the pass throughs go bust, with 
predictable outcomes.  
 
"But wait," the billionaire will protest, "we pay individual taxes, which help 
fund social services.” Not necessarily. If the billionaire investor paid their 
legal obligation of "capital gains" taxes, they'd already be paying far less 
than the average worker. But the pass-through billionaires excel at 
avoiding all taxes. The Economist again:  
 
"For a [pass through] partner a payout can be considered merely a return 
of capital rather than a profit, and consequently no tax is due until the 
sale of the underlying security. When tied to nuances of estate law, this 
may mean no tax at all."  



 
This type of blatantly criminal behavior used to be actually illegal, but as 
Wall Street bought Congress, the rules were either bent or ignored.  
 
The Economist explains: 
 
"The limitations on becoming [a pass through] seem to be tied more to 
legal dexterity [!] and influence [buying politicians] than any underlying 
principle. Politicians want to extend the benefits of [pass through] 
partnerships to industries they have come to favor either on the basis of 
ideology [of the corporate type], or astute lobbying [bribery], or a bit of 
both." 
 
The rest of society is affected because public services are being starved of 
funds, while these new pass throughs face vastly less regulation than the 
standard C corporations, and push wealth inequality to new heights while 
threatening a deeper recession.  
 
Historically, government began regulating corporations because everyone 
realized the profound effects these institutions were having on the rest of 
society; the nation was becoming more unequal, the labor force more 
exploited and the environment torn to shreds.  
 
As the super wealthy organized themselves into corporations they took 
most of society’s wealth with them; government realized that a semi-
functioning country would need to tax these institutions and regulate their 
behavior, since the "natural" behavior of the capitalist — greed — was 
capable of pushing the rest of society into the dregs.  
 
The new pass through fad is also indicative of the current state of U.S. 
capitalism; instead of investing profits in a company to buy machines or 
hire new workers, all the cash is either sitting in overseas bank accounts, 
or is being instantly funneled, via pass throughs, into the hands of ever-
richer billionaires, who are proving to everyone that there is no bounds to 
the amount of cash they can accumulate. Where there are barriers to 
accumulation (regulations and taxes), they will supersede them while 
paying politicians of both major parties to ignore it or make it legal.  
This dynamic occurs, in part, because the wealthy are basically refusing to 
invest in the real economy, as they fear the unstable economic conditions 
are not safe enough to make long term investments, which they believe 
won't yield long term higher rates of profits. Safer to speculate on risky 
stocks, pocket the money and be the first one out when things go bust, as 
they did in 2008.  
 
Of course the big name C corporations are up to their eyes in fraud too. 
Apple made big news when it only paid 2 percenttaxes on $74 billion in 
profits, by "declaring" its profits in Ireland, a corporate tax haven.  
 
This occurs while other giant companies simply use clever accounting 
tricks to pay zero taxes, including giants like WellsFargo, Boeing, Verizon 
and General Electric. In fact, General Electric even finagled a rebate. 
 
When it comes to oversea tax havens, it's estimated that the U.S. national 
budget is annually starved of $280 billion in tax revenue.  
 
Politicians have been struggling with ways to deal with the problem, since 
even in their mind some amount of tax collection needs to happen, if only 
to fund the military, provide more subsidies to corporations, and please 
the public by appearing to try to reduce the billionaire's obscene behavior. 
 



One popular idea among the politicians is to declare a corporate "tax 
holiday,” where the trillions of off-shore profits can be ceremoniously 
brought back to the U.S. while the feds look the other way. The idea is 
that, once the money is actually back in the U.S., the wealthy will want to 
spend it on something which will eventually help the economy — trickle 
down economics at its finest.  
 
What seems certain to happen is that lowering corporate taxes will be a 
central piece of any "grand bargain" that eventually emerges, since there 
is a clear bi-partisan consensus that corporations need to pay lower taxes.  
 
Some argue that if corporate taxes are low enough — and regulations 
removed — the corporations will reward the nation by not stockpiling their 
profits abroad and not creating pass through loopholes.  
 
Of course all of this implies that the wealthy have a stranglehold over the 
U.S. economy. It's telling that politicians want to deal with corporate tax 
evasion by lowering the corporate tax rate, instead of actually sending the 
IRS after them and throwing them in jail, as they do with working and 
middle class people.  
 
The above dynamics create an ever-increasing wealth inequality that claws 
at the thinning strings holding society together. The bankruptcy and social 
disintegration of Detroit is a foreshadowing event for the rest of the 
country, unless this dynamic is stopped.  
 
When the next crash happens the nation will have learned its lessons: the 
big banks and wealthy investors who destroyed the economy in 2008 are 
back at it, encouraged by Obama's pro-corporate behavior and the Federal 
Reserve’s money flooding. 
 
It's becoming increasingly obvious that breaking the power of the super 
wealthy is the first step towards balancing the budget, job growth, 
protecting the safety net, and creating a semblance of a rational society. 
Until then the U.S. will lurch from one crisis to another, while blaming 
everyone but the real culprits.  
www.zcommunications.org 
 
Shamus Cooke is a social service worker, trade unionist, and writer for 
Workers Action (www.workerscompass.org) He can be reached at 
shamuscooke@gmail.com 
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Socialism in One Village 

 
 

 
 

Belen Fernandez 11 November 2013 
 
Back in 2003, a friend and I acquired jobs at an avocado packing facility in 
a village in Andalusia not far from where two of my father’s relatives were 
executed by Franco. For three and a half euros an hour, we stood by a 
conveyor belt and alternately clipped avocado stems, arranged the fruit in 
boxes, and arranged the boxes on wooden pallets. 
 
Each activity was accompanied by unironic reminders from the factory 
bosses to work como una máquina, although they eventually realized that 
such rhetoric was less effective in increasing our output than the provision 
of boxed wine and cognac in plastic cups. 



 
Our spare time was spent consuming the same refreshments in other 
venues where elderly villagers reminisced about periods of mass regional 
starvation and counted the number of days remaining until the Christmas 
lottery. Andalusia appeared permanently and inevitably repressed by the 
state, the aristocracy, the euro, and a host of related demons. Beyond 
palliative cognac and lottery ticket purchases, there seemed little that 
could be done. 
 
Not once did we hear of nearby Marinaleda, star of a new study by Dan 
Hancox called The Village Against the World. A self-proclaimed “utopia 
towards peace,” the central Andalusian village currently boasts 2,700 
inhabitants and some delusions of grandeur. Hancox notes, “In most parts 
of the capitalist world, ‘another world is possible’ is just an idealistic 
rallying cry. In Marinaleda, it’s an observable fact.” 
 
The utopian experiment began following the demise of Franco, who had 
been “happy to let [Andalusia] rot” as punishment for the region’s 
anarchist tendencies. Radical ideology appealed to so many Andalusians 
because the class disparities in the region were so egregious – between 
landless laborers, whose “poverty was often fatal,” and the aristocracy, 
whose massive estates were often reserved for activities like firearms 
target practice rather than those that could help sustain human life. 
 
Faced with grave food shortages and over 60 percent unemployment in the 
late 1970s, the citizens of Marinaleda decided to act. At the helm of the 
struggle was village mayor Juan Manuel Sánchez Gordillo, the proprietor of 
one of Hancox’s many satisfying metaphors: “a beard that could topple 
empires.” 
 
Through the local fieldworkers’ union, the marinaleños defied elites with a 
seemingly unending sequence of strikes, land occupations, airport 
occupations, train station occupations, palace occupations, marches, and 
road blocks. A 1980 “hunger strike against hunger,” in which 700 villagers 
(including children) went without food for nine days, propelled Marinaleda 
into the international spotlight. 
 
The state caved to villagers’ demand for an emergency payment to 
Andalusia’s unemployed and the marinaleños pressed on with the fight, 
gaining intermittent concessions throughout the 1980s and setting the 
stage for a stunning triumph in 1991: Marinaleda was awarded 1,200 
hectares of farmland, formerly owned by Spanish royalty, by the 
Andalusian government. 
 
The farm is now run by the village cooperative, which has typically paid 
workers more than double the Spanish minimum wage, and crops are 
chosen with the aim of maximizing labor opportunities rather than profit. 
The village also has an olive oil processing plant, a vegetable processing 
and canning factory, various stadiums and sports facilities, a park, an 
amphitheatre for film screenings, two schools, and 350 casitas – family 
homes built by the villagers themselves with government-provided 
materials and entailing a 15 euro-per-month “mortgage” payment. 
 
Comparing this cooperative system to the housing situation in the rest of 
contemporary Spain, Hancox writes: 
 
Nationally, up to 400,000 families have been evicted since 2008… [U]nder 
Spanish housing law, when you’re evicted by your mortgage lender, that 
isn’t the end of it: you have to keep paying the mortgage. In final acts of 
helplessness, suicides by homeowners on the brink of foreclosure have 



become horrifyingly common – on more than one occasion, while the 
bailiffs have been coming up the stairs, evictees have hurled themselves 
out of upstairs windows. 
 
Marinaleda’s unemployment rate of between 5 and 6 percent has also 
caught the attention of crisis-stricken Spain (where, for example, the 
national youth unemployment rate exceeds 56 percent), especially when 
Sánchez Gordillo updated his repertoire in 2012 to include the organized 
confiscation of goods from supermarket chains for donation to hungry 
families. 
 
Continuously reelected since 1979 and a survivor of various assassination 
attempts and arrests, the mayor is described by Hancox as seeing “no… 
discrepancy in devoting as much attention and passion to the local 
specifics of the pueblo – the need to start planting artichokes this month, 
not pimentos – as he does to the big picture, persuading the world that 
only an end to capitalism will restore dignity to the lives of billions.” 
 
Beyond vegetables and revolutionary slogans, Sánchez Gordillo is a 
subscriber to the notion of a “human right to joy,” as Hancox puts it, 
stressing that “we throw a lot of parties and party collectively.” 
 
There’s also virtually no crime in the village, leading to the abolition of 
the police force in violation of national law. And there’s free Wi-Fi. 
 
So just how excited should we be about Marinaleda? 
 
Citing Orwell’s reflections on “‘that strange and moving experience’ of 
believing in a revolution,” Hancox offers the reader a rare chance to 
believe, to relive his own encounter with the village and the mayor who 
“drained the capitalist-realist defeatism out of me and carried me halfway 
back to adolescence.” 
 
Given the details of life there, the designation of Marinaleda as a “utopia 
towards peace,” the slogan emblazoned on an archway over the town’s 
main thoroughfare, seems to reflect reality. The propaganda of other 
subversive locales, like the billboards in Cuba affirming that thousands of 
children die everyday in the world but that not one of them is Cuban, 
don’t inspire the same confidence. 
 
Hancox’s assessment of the village isn’t uncritical. He argues that 
Marinaleda is not fully communist nor totally utopian. Private enterprise is 
permitted to an extent, barring attempted incursions by, say, Starbucks. 
And Sánchez Gordillo’s utopian narrative inevitably simplifies the struggle 
and exaggerates the level of public cohesion in the village. 
 
According to Mariano Pradas, one of two elected councilors who don’t 
belong to Sánchez Gordillo’s party Izquierda Unida, Marinaleda’s general 
assemblies, where citizens participate in town decision-making, are 
procedurally democratic, but are only attended by marinaleños who 
recognize that attendance will lead to procuring work and staying on the 
“right side” of the town’s leadership. 
 
But it’s difficult to contend that the “right side” is not, in fact, right 
when, as Hancox points out, Spain outside Marinaleda consists of “a 
society pummeled, impoverished and atomized, pulled into death and 
destruction by an economic system and a political class who do not care, 
and have never cared, whether the poor live or die.” 
 
Another complication arises from the paradoxical nature of Marinaleda’s 



relationship with the state and the regional government. Hancox explains 
that many of the town’s amenities, which have enabled the marinaleños to 
obtain leisure opportunities and infrastructure that would normally be 
allocated to a village five times its size, have come through protest and 
sizable financial demands made of the Spanish administration. 
 
At the same time, the state is defied and despised for “its intrusions, its 
determination to throttle their liberty, rights and local culture, and its 
historic enmity to the autonomous spirit of the pueblo.” (Of course, when 
a system is characterized by profit obsession, inhumanity and rampant 
elite corruption, demands of meager financial contributions to the general 
wellbeing of the populace seem completely justified. Why the hell not 
demand an indoor swimming pool complex?) 
 
The perils of depending on the state to maintain one’s utopia have become 
increasingly apparent during the crisis. Spain’s budget cuts have naturally 
affected Marinaleda’s incoming funds and compounded problems of recent 
poor harvests. Still, if Spain were to hold a crisis-weathering competition, 
utopia would beat reality hands-down. 
 
Remarking on the less-than-ringing endorsements of work in the fields and 
on the factory production line from the citizens of Marinaleda, Hancox 
observes that “[a] change in socio-political context or labor organization, 
however dramatic, does little to change the nature of work itself.” He 
adds: 
 
“But not a single marinaleño I met neglected to mention the socio-political 
context of that work, the history of the struggle to create it, or the 
parlous situation in the rest of crisis-hit Spain. The lament about work 
being boring, tiring or unstimulating was always followed by a ‘but’: but at 
least we have it here. But at least we have it now. But at least we have it 
together. But at least we fought and won it for ourselves.” 
 
At the very least, then, we might say Marinaleda is a utopia-in-progress. 
Far from being the least-bad option, it’s actually pretty damn good. 
 
Sánchez Gordillo’s recent illness has prompted speculation over the 
project’s sustainability in the absence of its iconic mayor. Despite 
Marinaleda bordering on a leadership cult around Sánchez Gordillo, Hancox 
notes the town’s “politics are, above all, the primacy of people power.” 
This power just happens to be executed “most passionately, and most 
successfully, when Sánchez Gordillo is holding the megaphone.” 
 
The confluence of historical, personal, and environmental factors that has 
enabled a complex communist experiment in a minute Andalusian village 
clearly isn’t entirely replicable on a mass scale. But the idea that 
neoliberalism can be effectively contested is exportable. 
 
According to Hancox, the Spanish crisis made it impossible to dismiss 
Marinaleda as “a rural curiosity run by a bearded eccentric”; instead, it 
became an alibi for protesters in confrontation with the neoliberal 
establishment: “‘What are your demands? What is your alternative?’ 
barked the dogs of capitalist realism. And, especially in the south, the 
indignados were able to respond: ‘Well, how about Marinaleda?’” 
 
For Hancox, the reality of Marinaleda was once again made vivid in a 
discussion with an olive oil factory employee nicknamed El Bigotes (“The 
Mustache”) of the village’s first years of struggle. El Bigotes “transmitted a 
similar excitement to that I’ve seen on the faces of young members of 
Spain’s indignados: the intense thrill that comes from determinedly 



standing together against the status quo and announcing you are going to 
make something new. The ineffable, irrepressible subjectivity of 
solidarity.” 
 
That kind of effervescence is the stuff that makes a life in struggle worth 
living. Marinaleda – that “liberated space, a laborers’ island in a sea of 
latifundios” – is a reminder that the only way to make the world right is to 
make it left.  
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Support the strike against e-tolls, youth wage subsidies and labour brokers 

 
 

 
 

Ben Morken 11 November 2013  
 
South African trade unions have announced a general strike from 12-14th 
November against the implementation of policies which, taken together, 
represent a major assault against the living standards of the masses of 
workers, the poor and large sections of the middle class. 
 
The general strike was announced by the president of the labour 
federation COSATU on 25 October. The Transport Laws and Related 
Matters Amendment Act, the Employment Tax Incentive Bill and the 
amendments to the Labour Relations Act are part of a series of anti-worker 
policies that have been introduced by the government in the recent 
period. The implementation of these laws will be detrimental to the 
masses of workers. 
 
These attacks come precisely when COSATU is in deep crisis. This is no 
accident and the responsibility must rest squarely on the shoulders of the 
right wing leaders of the federation. 
 
What are e-tolls? 
E-tolling is a method of electronic payment for using public roads that will 
now be introduced in the Gauteng province. Motorists are expected to buy 
a device known as an "e-tag" which will be fitted to the front window of 
the vehicle. This e-tag will serve as a transponder. When the vehicle 
passes beneath one of the 49 overhead gantries located across the 
province, the e-tag is recognised and a transaction is automatically 
recorded. 
 
Gauteng is the country's most populous province with nearly 14 million 
residents. It is also the economic and commercial powerhouse of the entire 
South African economy. The province contributes about 34% to the 
country's economic output and generates about 10% of the trade in goods 
and services of the entire African continent. It also hosts the big cities of 
Pretoria, Johannesburg, Midrand and Vanderbijlpark. 
 
All this economic activity takes place in an area that represents only 2% of 
the South African geographical area. This obviously poses big problems of 
congestion on the province's roads. Since 2004 there have been plans to 
upgrade the inner city roads of Gauteng in an attempt to deal with this 
increasing congestion. The project is called the Gauteng Freeway 
Improvement Project (GFIP). 
 
Normally this kind of upgrade is funded through the collection of taxes. 
Additionally, South African motorists are charged a levy on the purchase of 
fuel. This levy annually contribute about R40 billion to the treasury 



department. This amount is far more than what is spent on maintaining 
South Africa's roads. 
 
The problem was the government does not use these taxes to finance the 
maintenance of the roads but rather uses the money fund other aspects of 
the budget. To finance the upgrade the government then went the way of 
privatisation. 
 
In 2006 the government agency that is responsible for the maintenance of 
national roads, the South African National Roads Agency (SANRAL), 
estimated that to finance the upgrade of the 185 km of freeways would 
cost R6.8 billion. But a later investigation by the Competition Commission 
found that there was massive collusion between the private construction 
companies. This was part of the reason that the costs for the upgrade rose 
to an astounding R20 billion 5 years later in 2011. 
 
Then, to make matters worse, in 2010 SANRAL started to erect the 49 
gantry e-toll system on the freeways in an attempt to extract funds from 
Gauteng's motorists to pay for the cost of the upgrade. In 2009, a R10 
billion tender for the collection and management of the e-tolls was 
awarded to the Electronic Tolling Company (ETC) which is 85% owned by 
the European company, Kapsch Trafficom. Kapsch Trafficom will earn R670 
million per annum from the e-toll revenues. 
 
This whole process is extremely unpopular. But despite this, President 
Zuma signed the Transport Laws and Related Matters Bill into law in 
September. 
 
This is a classic case of how ineffective, inefficient and criminal the 
privatization system is. It also shows that ordinary working class and 
middle class people are expected to carry the burden of this inefficiency. 
 
The result of this e-tolling business will be that the poor will be excluded 
from using the best public infrastructure because they simply cannot 
afford to pay. In the past the poor were excluded from public 
infrastructure by the notorious Group Areas Act. Two decades after the 
first democratic elections they are excluded through the e-toll system. 
 
The proposal to exempt buses and mini-bus taxis from paying the e-tolls is 
of little comfort to the working class. Many workers are forced to use 
private vehicles simply because of the poor state of the public transport 
system. This public transport system is in many cases unaffordable, unsafe 
and inaccessible. 
 
The e-toll charges will also increase the cost of the transportation of goods 
across the province. It does not take rocket science to realise that these 
costs will simply be passed on to working people in the form of higher 
prices for basic commodities. This will negatively affect the entire 
economy and as always the workers and the poor will have to pay the price 
with a fall in living standards. 
 
It will add to the burdens of the poor in a situation of already high food 
prices and electricity tariffs. A City Press report released in June 2013 
showed how the cost of basic commodities that the working class and the 
poor buy has skyrocketed over the past 5 years. A comparison was made 
between the cost of a basket of goods 5 years ago and the prices of the 
same goods 5 years later. 
 
The cost of bread, meat, milk, cheese, vegetables, sugar and cooking oil 
among others in January 2008 was compared with prices for the same 



products in April 2013. Where consumers had to pay R 189.94 in January 
2008 for these products, they now had to pay R 283.09 for the same items. 
That is a 49% increase compared to 5 years ago. The price of bread alone 
rose by 69% and the price of meat went up by 40%. Some economists warn 
that inflation will rise from 6% to 9% by the end of the year and as always 
inflation hits the poor the hardest. 
 
The e-tolls system will force motorists who can't afford to pay to make use 
of alternative roads. But in many cases such alternative roads, where they 
do exist, are often is in a terrible condition and littered with potholes. By 
this measure the divisions in society are increased even further with the 
rich using the best infrastructure while the poor will be forced onto 
insufficient secondary roads.  
 
Additionally, the successful implementation of this system will mean that 
nothing will stop SANRAL from imposing similar systems in the rest of the 
country.  
 
Youth Wage Subsidies 
Another deeply unpopular measure is the Employment Tax Incentive Bill 
which will become law on 1 January 2014. This is a scheme which will 
"encourage" employers to hire young workers between the ages of 18 and 
29 by giving the companies tax incentives. Employers would be able to 
deduct the incentive amount for which they qualify from the employee's 
tax they would have to pay to the revenue service.  
 
South Africa has a huge unemployment rate. According to Statistics SA, the 
official rate of unemployment was 24.7% in the third quarter of 2013. This 
unemployment rate has averaged 25.4% between 2000 and 2013. This 
shows the extent of the problem. It is no cyclical problem. What we have 
here is permanent, organic, mass unemployment. The unemployment rate 
only measures the number of people actively looking for a job as a 
percentage of the labour force. If the broader measure of unemployment 
is used, then the actual figure is an astonishing 37% of the labour force. 
This includes a youth unemployment rate of nearly 70%. 
 
The Centre for Development and Enterprise (CDE) states that 72% of South 
Africa's unemployed are younger than 34 years old. The unemployment 
rate for those under 25 is 49%, which is twice the national average of 25%. 
 
Unemployment is probably the single biggest problem facing the working 
class. In October parliament adopted the Employment Tax Incentive Bill. 
Every single political party voted in favour of this bill. Now, since the 
material interests of the working class and the bourgeois class are 
diametrically opposed, this means that the formal "representatives" of the 
proletariat have just voted together with the class enemy to the detriment 
of the workers. In fact, the ruling ANC government has attacked the trade 
union federation COSATU for standing in the way of its proposed youth 
wage subsidy. ANC MP, Zukile Lukile hit out against COSATU saying: 
 
"It's a shock to learn that COSATU can say, 'Do nothing about 
unemployment’. We must be honest: we are public representatives; we 
are representing the ANC, the organisation which represents the poor. Do 
you want our people to live on food parcels? These people cannot be 
employed because they don't have experience." 
 
This is a completely baseless attack on COSATU. Firstly, COSATU has never 
said that nothing must be done about unemployment. As far as food 
parcels are concerned, that is already a reality. Hundreds of thousands of 
people receive food parcels from the state every day. The lack of 



experience is not the reason why companies are not employing young 
people. The real reason is because of the organic crisis of unemployment 
that is caused by the failure of the capitalist system. 
 
This youth wage subsidy is a piecemeal approach and will not address the 
crisis of unemployment. In fact this is confirmed by that most bourgeois 
institution of all, the World Bank. In its 2013 Development Report, the 
Bank states that "aggregate employment effects are low at best" where 
these kinds of subsidies are concerned. The report continues: "But many 
studies show that they often do not have their intended effect of creating 
new jobs in a cost-effective fashion." 
 
The World Bank provides three reasons for this: 
 
(1) "The real costs of wage subsidies are often hard to calculate; the direct 
toll on the public purse is only part of the story"; 
 
(2) "To access the subsidies, firms might replace ineligible workers with 
eligible ones or dismiss and then hire the same worker under the subsidy 
programme"; and 
 
(3) " If firms would have hired anyway the employment effect of a subsidy 
is zero." 
 
So there we have it from straight from the horse's mouth. These schemes 
do not work. The World Bank concludes by stating that the best-case 
scenario for a wage subsidy is that relatively few new jobs will be created. 
In addition to this, it must also be noted that there are already incentive 
schemes that employers can make use of such as the National Skills Fund 
(NSF), which companies can use by way of internships and on the job 
training. But companies are not taking advantage of these schemes to 
provide on the job training for the youth. This is because under capitalism, 
employers are not in business to create jobs, but rather to create profits. 
Once profits begin to dry up, then the capitalist is forced by the logic of 
his own system to dismiss workers. 
 
This measure also flies in the face of everything that the bourgeois 
economists have said for decades: that the market must be left to its own 
devices; that the capitalist system is so efficient that it will provide 
prosperity for all in the long run. 
 
All these words have proven to be false. Capitalism cannot solve the 
problem of unemployment because capitalism causes unemployment in the 
first place. 
 
The problem with this Bill is obvious: companies will embark on a new 
drive of hiring young workers at a cheap rate while they will retrench older 
workers in the process. The Treasury estimates that the scheme will add 
133,000 jobs to the labour force in the next two years. But even if this is 
the case, how will this alleviate the problem when the number of 
unemployed workers is nearly 7 million?  
 
What are labour brokers? 
Labour brokering is a form of outsourcing in which companies contract 
another company (a labour broker) to provide them with casual labour. 
Labour brokers are different from recruitment agencies because the labour 
broker handles every aspect of the worker's employment, whereas 
recruitment agencies are only responsible for sourcing candidates for 
employment. The company does not hire the worker directly. It hires a 
labour broker who in turn hires the worker. 



 
The practice of using labour brokers is part of a general approach by which 
companies are increasingly attacking the quality of living standards of the 
working class. The benefits for the bourgeoisie are obvious: they are not 
burdened with complying with employment laws like the Basic Conditions 
of Employment Act. 
 
It also means that workers on these contracts live a very precarious 
existence. Labour brokers are responsible for the increasing casualisation 
of labour in South Africa where about 30% of the workforce is casualised. 
Casual workers receive much lower salaries than permanent workers. The 
increasing rate of casualisation therefore puts downward pressure on the 
wage rates of all workers. 
 
Mass resistance and anger 
The continued assault on living standards is the reason why there has been 
such a sharp increase in community protest actions over the past decade. 
Coupled with this is a wave of strikes which has rocked South African 
society to its foundations over the last couple of years. 
 
According to the Department of Labour, the number of strikes is at a 5-
year high. Earlier in the year, as the annual negotiations for wage 
increases got under way, the workers responded with wave after wave of 
strikes in large parts of the economy. This is called the strike season. 
 
The mood in these strikes is very militant. In fact, the situation becomes 
clear when you consider that almost half of all strikes are wild cat strikes. 
In many cases the leadership of the unions is lagging far behind the 
workers. Recently, an official of the IMF was shocked at the levels of 
militancy by the workers. When it released its Article IV report on South 
Africa, the official stated that a strike "should" only last no longer than one 
or two days. But the official had noticed many cases where strikes last as 
long as 8 weeks. This accurately reflects the real mood of workers. 
 
We have seen that the ruling ANC in its Mangaung Conference has taken a 
sharp turn to the right. Its current policies, including the labour brokers, 
youth wage subsidies and the National Development Plan, are basically the 
same policies as those of the bourgeois opposition party, the Democratic 
Alliance (DA). 
 
It is important to note that when the DA criticises the ANC, it does not 
criticise its policies. Rather, the criticisms relate to matters of 
governance, corruption, cadre deployment etc. In fact, the policies of 
youth wage subsidies, labour brokering, etc., are basic variations of DA 
policies. The DA even organized a march on COSATU HOUSE in 2012 to 
demand that the labour federation drops its opposition to the youth wage 
subsidy initiative, which resulted in them being expelled physically by 
union members. But this shows very graphically how brazen the opposition 
has become in the past period as its policies are being implemented by the 
government. 
 
This clearly shows again that if you accept to work within the limits of 
capitalism, then you must accept everything that comes with it. You are 
then bound by the laws of the system and you are forced to implement 
plans and policies on behalf of the bourgeoisie. 
 
The Crisis in COSATU 
It is the revolutionary duty of Marxists to tell workers the truth at all times 
even if it is hard to swallow. This was always the method of Lenin. In the 
tradition of the anti-colonialist revolutionary, Amilcar Cabral: we must 



hide nothing from the masses of workers, tell no lies, expose all lies that 
are being told and not mask any difficulties, mistakes or failures. 
 
The passing and implementation of the laws that are mentioned above 
comes exactly at the time when the labour federation is completely 
paralyzed with divisions. It is absolutely astonishing that the president of 
COSATU, Dlami, refuses to acknowledge what is plain to see with the 
naked eye. COSATU is in crisis. The majority of the 2.2 million workers 
belonging to the federation know this. Ominously, the capitalist class 
knows this. That is why they are putting such enormous pressure on the 
government to further the implementation of capitalist policies. 
 
We have already referred to the visit the IMF made to the government 
earlier in the year. The report of the IMF typically puts forward capitalist 
measures such as wage restraints in return for a hiring commitment, 
structural reforms, trade liberalisation, etc. 
 
COSATU spokesperson, Patrick Craven, correctly condemned the report 
when he said: "It (the report) lays the blame for the poorly performing 
economy of South Africa on the government's poor record of controlling 
the wage bill and the potential spill-overs from high demand in other 
sectors represent downside risks. 
 
"It thus blames the world capitalist crisis, brought on by the IMF's own 
neoliberal 'free market’ capitalist policies, and the shocking levels of 
unemployment, poverty, and inequality, on the victims of that crisis - the 
workers and the poor." 
 
This is 100% correct. But what was the response of the government to the 
report? The Treasury department responded by completely endorsing the 
recommendations of the IMF. In fact, it openly admits that the 
recommendations of the IMF are already captured in the National 
Development Plan. 
 
So if the government is implementing anti- worker policies which are 
endorsed by the likes of the Democratic Alliance and the IMF, and these 
policies are implemented against the wishes of COSATU, then how does 
this not constitute a crisis of the federation? Rather, it clearly illustrates 
that COSATU is hamstrung. The federation has not carried forward any of 
the resolutions from its last congress. 
 
We must also point out that in 2010, COSATU called off the public sector 
strike just when it was about to be joined by workers in the private sector. 
This was an incredibly irresponsible decision. It is criminal to mobilise 
workers for a strike, only to call it off at the last minute without having 
achieved any of the original aims. The workers movement is not like a tap 
that can be turned on and off at the will of the leaders. 
 
Every class conscious worker must support the mass action of COSATU 
between12-14th November. But we must point out that two of the pieces 
of legislation have already been signed into law. The other one will be 
implemented early next year. The only way that these laws can be fought 
against is with a sustained campaign of mass action. That is only half the 
battle. Ultimately, the only way to defeat this capitalist onslaught is to 
fight for socialist policies. 
 
Only when the economy is in the hands of the state and the state is in the 
hands of the workers can policies be implemented to serve the interests of 
the working class. Only then can we implement free, safe and quality 
public transport for the masses, create decent employment for the youth 



and eliminate the exploitation of man by man. 
 
The program of "rolling mass action" takes place consecutively on different 
days. This is a Section 77 strike, which means that all workers are allowed 
to strike. 

•  Down with e-tolls, youth wage subsidies and labour brokers! 

•  Nationalise the construction companies! Let the ones who are 
responsible for this mess pay for it! 

•  Free public transport immediately! 

•  Reduce the working week to 35 hours with no loss of pay. This way 
unemployment will be eliminated with the sharing out of work. 

•  Ban labour brokers! Create decent permanent employment for our 
youth. If the corporations cannot do so, then nationalise them under 
workers control and management. 

•  Long live the struggle for socialism! 
 
www.marxist.com 

 

Argentina: Mid-term elections signal shift in political mood 

 
 

 
 

Raul Bassi 8 November 2013  
 
At stake in the October 27 national elections were half of the seats in the 
Chamber of Deputies and one third of the Senate, along with a number of 
elections for state parliaments and local councils.  
 
The elections were also viewed as a crucial springboard for potential 
candidates looking to compete in the 2015 presidential election, in which 
Kirchner will be unable to contest due to constitutional limits on 
consecutive terms. 
 
The FPV demonstrated once again it is the largest political force, winning 
32% of the vote. This was enough to ensure its continued, albeit reduced, 
control over both houses of federal parliament.  
 
However, it suffered an important defeat in the critical state of Buenos 
Aires, which represents approximately 37% of the total electorate, and 
where a list backed by right-wing Peronist dissident Sergio Massa won 43% 
of the vote (12% more than the FPV candidate).  
 
Moreover, the FPV’s overall result reflects a downward trend in support, 
from the almost 12 million votes (54%) in the 2011 national elections, to 
7.5 million votes this time around. 
 
While perhaps it is too early to claim that the result signifies the end of 
“Kirchnerism”, there are obvious signs of a shift in the political mood. 
 
This fall in support is occurring within a context of Argentina’s resource 
export boom slowing down, the government’s ability to maintain 
concessions and subsidies is dwindling and big business is pushing for 



greater austerity from a government it never truly felt to be its own. 
 
On top of this is the continued disillusionment bred by decisions to hand 
over new oil concessions to Chevron, all in the guise of defending “national 
sovereignty” and attacks on the International Monetary Fund and financial 
markets while simultaneously seeking their help. 
 
For many workers, there is little to celebrate about the FPV redistribution 
push which after 10 years sees the top 10% of paid workers receiving more 
that 30% of total wages while the bottom 10% only receive 1.4%. At the 
same time, the government has chosen to attack workers and their unions 
for successive rail disasters, ignoring how privatisation has driven the 
railways into the ground.  
 
Sergio Massa 
Disturbingly, the biggest beneficiary of the decline in the FPV vote were 
candidates aligned to Sergio Massa, Kirchner’s former chief of cabinet and 
current mayor of Tigre, one of the largest councils within Buenos Aires. 
Massa’s candidates, which ran under the list name Renewal Front, had the 
support of several important mayors in Buenos Aires as well as the former 
Argentine Industrial Union president José Ignacio de Mendiguren.  
 
Massa represents a rightist current that, while having broken with 
Kirchnerism, remains within the broad Argentine church that is Peronism. 
He is more pro-business and is supported by bosses in industries, banks, 
and rural producers that still believe Peronism represents the best option 
for defending their privileges.  
 
Other right and centre-right figures polled well. The millionaire head of 
government for the City of Buenos Aires, Mauricio Macri, and his far right 
PRO party increased its support in the capital, while candidates aligned 
with the centre-right Socialist Party of Herman Binner also polled well in 
certain regions.  
 
On the other side of the political spectrum, leftist candidates won 1.4 
million votes across the country. 
 
Left gains 
The key beneficiary of this surge of support was the Left and Workers 
Front (FIT, Frente de Izquierda y los Trabajadores), an alliance of 
Trotskyist parties, principally the Workers Party (PO), the Socialist Workers 
Party (PTS) and the Socialist Left (IS). The candidate lists for the FIT also 
included an important number of non-aligned union militants and 
community activists. 
 
The FIT won 1.15 million votes, or approximately 6% of the national vote, 
although it registered much higher percentages in working-class areas, for 
example the oil region of Santa Cruz, where it won 15%. This was more 
than double the number of votes it received in 2011 and was enough to 
secure the election of at least three national parliamentarians and eight 
state parliamentarians.  
 
Due to the undemocratic electoral system the FIT failed to get MPs elected 
in a number of states where it polled very well, such as Cordoba (7.5%, 
where its is alleged fraud robbed it of an MP), Neuquen (9.6%), Jujuy 
(7.7%) and Santa Cruz (11.1%).  
 
A number of leftist regional lists also did particularly well, such in the 
southern-most state of Tierra del Fuego, where the state secretary of the 
Metal Workers Union (UOM) was elected national deputy with 21% of the 



vote. 
 
While the left only succeeded in electing one local representative in what 
has historically been its strongest area of support, the City of Buenos Aires 
district, this was largely due to a divided left vote. Together, the votes of 
the four left lists would have been enough to elect two federal MPs and at 
least three local parliamentarians. 
 
Taken as a whole, such a result for the far left, and in particular the 
Trotskyist left, is unparalleled in Argentine history. Never before has it 
received such a high vote nor had as many candidates elected. 
 
It also represents the first tentative steps towards taking up the challenge 
being posed by the bosses’ drive for greater austerity, with many sensing 
the need to prepare a fight back to expected attacks in the near future.  
 
Fight back 
The vote comes hand in hand with other similar developments outside the 
electoral sphere.  
 
Over recent years, rising discontent with the traditional political system 
has reflected itself in the fall in support for traditional parties, growing 
numbers of industrial battles, numerous far-left victories in student 
elections and now the emergence of an embryonic but growing political 
force.  
 
As has traditionally been the case, the rise of the left has been concurrent 
with a decline in support for Peronism, with more progressive sectors 
disillusioned with the FPV’s move to the right this time choosing to vote 
for the FIT. The rightward drift by previously centre-left forces, such as 
the Socialist Party, has also helped open up political space on the left for 
the FIT. 
 
Importantly, many saw in the FIT a solid attempt at leftist unity behind 
pro-worker and socialist policies.  
 
The FIT’s election campaign was characterised by its presentation of 
concrete proposals to tackle the pressing needs of the people.  
 
These included wage increases to address the rising cost of living, no 
further tax increases on workers and a pension rate of 82% of workers’ 
average wages.  
 
The FIT also campaigned for the nationalisation of oil and gas, starting 
with the revocation of the deal with Chevron. The demand for 
nationalisation was extended to cover the railways and underground metro 
system, together with their placement under workers’ and commuters’ 
control as the only way to salvage the railway system and put an end to 
the string of recent train disasters. 
 
FIT candidates also promised that if elected they would place themselves 
at the service of workers and communities in struggle, with the aim of 
building a political alternative of workers and the left capable of fighting 
for a peoples’ and workers’ government. 
 
In line with this, FIT parliamentarians will only receive an average 
workers’ wage, with the rest of their salaries being used to help fund 
different struggles. Elected candidates will also only hold their seat for 
one year before rotating it with the other candidates who ran on the same 
list, ensuring that the experience is shared around and privileges not 



accrued.  
 
An important challenge will be the FIT’s ability to link up with other left 
forces that did well in these elections, both to actively work together in 
supporting struggles but also with an eye to the 2015 presidential 
elections. 
 
What will happen next is unclear, but in any case a new experience has 
been born in Argentina, a work in progress that many will be following 
closely with a sense of hope. 
http://links.org.au/node/3583 
 
Raul Bassi is a Socialist Alliance activist in Sydney, originally active in 
Argentina. 

 

President Mahama, Don't Join UPOV 91 

 
 

 
 

Food Sovereignty Ghana First Published in Pambazuka 7 November 2013 
 
There is a new form colonialism under way in Africa. Foreign multinational 
companies and their governments are exerting relentless pressure on 
African countries to pass laws and implement policies whose net effect will 
be to promote agribusiness and destroy small-holder farming, which is the 
source of most food 
Food Sovereignty Ghana strongly opposes the UPOV 91 compliant Plant 
Breeders' Bill, currently before Ghana's Parliament. The bill is a danger to 
the way we farm and to Ghana's rich variety of seeds. It is a danger to how 
we develop our own varieties of seeds, and how we farm in Ghana. It is a 
give-away to foreign agribusiness corporations, which is why UPOV 91 has 
been nicknamed the Monsanto law in some countries. 
 
UPOV 91 is a legal convention, International Convention for the Protection 
of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV), that protects plant breeders when they 
create new varieties of plants. It does not protect the plants; it protects 
IPR, Intellectual Property Rights, of the breeders. International 
agribusiness corporations want countries to pass UPOV 91 compliant laws 
because it means huge profits for those companies. 
 
The UPOV 91 compliant Plant Breeders Bill in Ghana is designed to create 
and serve the interests of an industrial-style, monoculture-based farming 
system. It is a corporate farming system that is heavily tilted in favour of 
the commercial seed industry. In Ghana and Africa that means the foreign 
seed industry. The bill advantages foreign corporations over Ghanaian 
farmers presently working their own small farms in Ghana. The bill is an 
action against the interests of smallholder farmers. The bill is aimed at 
replacing local seed varieties with uniform commercial varieties that are 
most likely to be imported. It will increase the dependency of smallholder 
farmers on commercial seed varieties, possibly excluding all other 
varieties. Contracts permitted under this bill will force farmers to buy new 
seeds every year. These purchases will come from a limited range of 
foreign seeds. The effect will be the erosion of Ghana's crop diversity; we 
may lose most of the varieties of foods we like and plant, varieties that 
grow well in Ghana. The limited variety of mostly foreign seeds that we 
can purchase will make our crops far more vulnerable to threats such as 
new plagues of insect pests, super weeds, plant diseases, and climate 
change. 
 



The corporate seed industry seeds, often laboratory created genetically 
engineered GMOs, must be purchased new each planting season. Under the 
UPOV 91 Plant Breeders Bill farmers may have to pay royalty fees to the 
corporations if they save and replant their own seeds. Farmers may also 
have to pay royalty fees to the foreign corporations if they give or sell 
seeds to neighbouring farmers or sell them in local markets. Ghanaian 
farmers have always saved seeds to plant the next season. This is the 
business of farming. Should this practice be reduced or ended by law? In 
Colombia, tons of seeds of hard working farmers have been confiscated by 
their government and destroyed. Is that what we want to happen in 
Ghana? 
The entire point of genetic modification, GMO technology, is to control the 
seed supply in individual countries and around the globe through IPRs. 
UPOV Plant Breeder laws, in compliance with UPOV 91, are the legal tool 
designed to use IPR to control the seed supply. UPOV laws grant those IPRs 
that grant corporations rights to seeds. There are no GMO laboratory 
created crops that are more productive, more resistant to climate change 
or pests, than seeds produced by conventional breeding techniques and 
generations of local research. GMO pest resistance to insects and weeds 
comes entirely from toxic chemicals engineered into the plants or applied 
in massive doses to the plants. Industry representatives frequently lie and 
say GMO crops are safe and more productive, but in country after country 
this is shown to be a lie. 
 
President Mahama supports the current Bill before Ghana's Parliament 
called the Plant Breeders Bill, which is scheduled for a Second Reading 
soon. The Bill is designed to make Ghana a "UPOV 91 compliant state". So 
far both the NDC and the NPP Members of Parliament support the bill.  
 
Ghana's MPs probably don't know much about the effect of these laws. 
They have been flattered and courted by the US Embassy, Monsanto, 
Syngenta etc., the GMO advocates at FARA, the G8 representatives, and 
more, and told over and over that UPOV 91 will bring investment and 
profit to Ghana. It will bring investment that will co-opt Ghana's farmland 
and drive rural populations off the land and into the cities. All the profit 
will go out of Ghana and into the foreign corporations, just as in 19th 
century colonialism. A very few of Ghana's elite may profit as well, but the 
country will see loss rather than gain. If foreign corporations control our 
seed supply they control our food. If they control our food they control our 
sovereignty. They will control our ability to govern our own food supply, 
our ability to grow our own food and eat it if, when, and what we want. 
We will have new colonial masters. 
 
UPOV 91 facilitates the theft of the genetic inheritance of the Ghanaian 
people which for centuries we have developed freely with seeds grown and 
traded collectively as part of our farming culture. The UPOV law facilitates 
biopiracy as it does not provide for mechanisms of prior informed consent 
and access and benefit sharing. In the absence of these elements, the bill 
sets up a framework for breeders, most of which are likely to be foreign 
entities, to use local germplasm, the living DNA of Ghana's seeds, to 
develop new varieties without credit, attribution, or remuneration to 
those who painstakingly developed these seeds. The "new variety" becomes 
exclusive corporate property under the UPOV 91 law. 
 
This is not the end of it. At the regional level, the Africa Regional 
Intellectual Property Organization (ARIPO) is in the process of adopting 
similar, but worse, legislation. The draft legal framework under 
consideration is not only based on UPOV law, it also creates a centralised 
regime whereby all decisions concerning protected varieties will be taken 
at the regional level, superseding national legislation. This is another 



major attack on Ghanaian sovereignty, and the sovereignty of African 
nations. Ghana's own laws can be set aside by this foreign external 
organization. This completely undermines Ghana's sovereignty to regulate 
seeds according to national needs and interests. 
 
Both the bill and the ARIPO draft legal framework for plant variety 
protection are against the interests of Ghanaian farmers and consumers. 
 
We are making an urgent appeal to alert all Ghanaians of goodwill, to take 
note, that in view of these challenges, we humbly propose: 
 
Halt the Plant Breeders Bill currently going for a second reading before our 
Parliament and stop Ghana from joining UPOV; 
 
We need to engage with everyone, especially the Alliance for Food 
Sovereignty In Africa, AFSA, on a strategy to deal with the ARIPO PVP 
harmonised regulations based on UPOV 1991; and We must campaign to 
block any attempts to ratify them in our domestic law. Freely using, 
exchanging and selling seeds and propagating material is the business of 
farming, Farmers should not be required to pay royalties to foreign 
corporations to do their normal business and enjoy their agricultural 
inheritance. Should Ghanaian farmers face the possibility of having their 
seeds seized and destroyed, and suffer lawsuits from giant foreign 
corporations? 
 
If the UPOV 91 Plant Breeder Bill is passed the Ghanaian diet and health 
will suffer. Farmers will be forced into debt buying seeds each year and 
forced out of business. There will be far less variety of foods. The health 
effects of toxic chemicals, GMO alien proteins, and a far more limited diet 
will play out over generations. 
 
Is this what Ghanaians want? Say NO to UPOV laws! Say no to GMOs! 
Farmers must be able to freely use, exchange and sell seeds and grow 
traditional Ghanaian foods and crops! Contact your District Council! 
 
Ask them to tell your MP: 
 
No to UPOV 91 !  
No to the current Plant Breeders Bill! 
No to GMOs! 
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When US 'Intelligence' Becomes an Oxymoron or Just Moronic 

 



 
 
 

Danny Schechter 5 November 2013 
 
A former South African minister, businessman and freedom fighter is 
arrested at a New York airport. Why? He's on a terror watch list and is still 
banned. Why is that? 
 
On Saturday, the NSA scandal finally triggered a protest in Washington DC. 
Activists of the left, liberal and libertarian persuasion took to the streets, 
rallying behind pictures of Edward Snowden whom our government 
considers a traitor, but many consider a hero. 
 
On Sunday, in mid-afternoon, a prominent black South African businessman 
was arrested at JFK airport because he was on a list of people banned from 
entering the United States.  
 
No reason was given for his being on the list, although he is a well-known 
former government minister in South Africa, a one-time head of the 
country's most populated province, and, yes, a former member of the 
underground, anti-apartheid, military wing of the African National 
Congress, Umkonto we Sizwe (The Spear of the Nation). 
 
His name is Tokyo Sexwale, so named because of his martial arts prowess 
as a kid. Alongside Nelson Mandela, he spent years behind bars in Robben 
Island, South Africa’s notorious political prison. At that time, Mandela was 
the founder of the ANC's rebel army and had been sentenced to life 
imprisonment. 
 
In 1995, when I was filming a reunion at the prison for a documentary 
called Prisoners of Hope, Sewale told me that after he had been captured 
in a fire fight, he had been thrilled to be sent to the prison that housed his 
Commander in Chief. He also told me how he and other prisoners left their 
cells at night - in their imaginations - to visit places like far away New 
York. 
 
Embarassing restriction 
Ironically, Mandela was on this very same terror list for years after his 
release from prison, and even after his election as South Africa's first black 
President. During that time, he even toured the US and returned to visit 
The White House. Tokyo has also visited the US several times, most 
recently as the Housing minister and a corporate executive. 
 
Perhaps these ridiculous rules have been tightened in the Obama years. 
 
In Mandela's case, he was removed from the list near the end of his 
Presidency on July 1, 2008 after President George W Bush signed into law a 
bill allowing then Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice the authority to 
waive travel restrictions on Mandela and other members of the ANC.  
 
It took a bi-partisan measure in Congress to allow the president to remove 
the embarrassing restriction. 
 
On that occasion, New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof wrote, 
“Sometimes government officials become intoxicated by the counter-
terrorism portfolio. Indeed, totally inebriated. To put it simply, they go 
nuts.” 
 
Kristof ridiculed our government's securocrats then, asking of Mandela, 
“What did we think he would do, strap on a suicide belt?” 
 
Intelligence misfire 



Now, five years later, it looks like the guardians of our surveillance state 
are the ones committing suicide, by turning the US into a global laughing-
stock through tapping the phones of millions of people including as many 
as 35 heads of State, many from counties we consider allies. 
 
It is also the intelligence of our policies that are being questioned, not just 
the heavy-handed practices of our snoops and spies. There is clear 
evidence that Washington worked with and armed real terrorists of the al-
Qaeda “brand”, in Libya and now in Syria. 
 
The people who run these agencies seem to be making no sense either, as 
The New Yorker reported in quoting NSA's General Keith Alexander who 
denied whistle-blower Snowden's charges in these terms: 
 
"It's like when you were younger - well, this is for boys - you know, when 
you're younger you say, 'I don't want to take a bath.' You say, 'No, I'll never 
to take a bath.' Why would you want to take a bath, well, you have to take 
a bath, clean, da da, da. You say, 'But isn't there a better way?' So we had 
to take baths, right. Or showers." 
 
Huh? Asks Amy Davidson in The New Yorker:  
 
“So is reading e-mails the bath and metadata collection the shower? And 
girls are supposedly OK with both? More mysteriously, why is Alexander 
comparing people who question his agency's work to dirty children? 
Alexander then went on to say that leakers might have blood on their 
hands, and, as Politico noted, accused newspapers of 'selling' Snowden's 
documents.” 
 
Years ago, statements like this belonged in "the theatre of the absurd”; 
now they are reported as if they are statements to be taken seriously by 
well-informed government officials. 
 
Credibility problems 
No wonder the Obama Administration is having credibility problems. The 
President himself, recently visited Sewale's former prison and spoke 
movingly of the ordeal Mandela and his comrades went though.  
 
Now, one of the prison's most prominent “graduates” is having an ordeal 
here in the US and is back in detention. 
 
Imagine being in Tokyo's exhausted shoes as he gets off a 14-hour flight 
only to be challenged at the “border” because of his name being on a 
“list” that goes back to the commie-bashing days of Senators Joe McCarthy 
and Pat McCarran in the 1950's. 
 
There are some in South Africa who may wish Tokyo was still the militant 
he once was, and not a billionaire who went over to the other side in the 
class war. But, whatever his income and controversial recent history - fired 
from his post, divorced by his wife etc - he shouldn't be jailed because our 
intelligence operation so clearly lacks intelligence. 
 
As Reuters reported, “The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, 
which runs the airport, did not immediately respond to a request for a 
comment.” 
 
What can they say? 
www.zcommunications.org 
 
Danny Schechter is the author of the forthcoming Madiba A to Z: The 



Many Faces of Nelson Mandela. He blogs at Newsdissector.net and edits 
mediachannel.org.  

 

Debt, capitalist crisis and consumer bankruptcies 

 
 

 
 

Innovations in South African super-exploitation 
Patrick Bond (Progressive Economics Bulletin) 4 November 2013 
 
Under capitalism, the financial circuits of capital exacerbate capitalism’s 
intrinsic economic, social and environmental inequalities. This is most true 
during periods of ‘financialisation’ in which the underlying production of 
value shrinks in relative terms, compared to bogus financial capitals being 
generated to represent a paper derivative of these values. What occurs 
then is the amplification of uneven and combined development.[1] 
 
Finance creates unevenness because some circuits of capital (and the 
spaces that host them) ‘grow’ much faster as accumulation processes build 
upon each other, even to the extent of dangerous speculative bubbling – at 
the very same time other areas are more decisively ‘redlined’, starved of 
credit, disinvested, blighted, subject to predatory financiers, and drained 
of savings, having been declared ‘unbankable’. And finance is part of 
‘combined’ development because of the combination of capital with the 
non-capitalist: i.e., households, women’s roles in social reproduction, 
mutual aid systems, untitled land and pre-capitalist social tradition, state 
social services, environment and many other areas not yet touched by 
commodification. 
 
This means, as Rosa Luxemburg put it exactly a century ago in The 
Accumulation of Capital, ‘Only the continuous and progressive 
disintegration of non-capitalist organisations makes accumulation of 
capital possible.’ In the South African case, the abuse of the ‘non-
capitalist’ goes sufficiently deep into South Africa’s financially-illiterate 
semi-peasantry as to illustrate the transition from racial-apartheid 
oppression to class-apartheid – but now under the influence of finance.[2] 
 
Ben Fine and Samantha Ashman argue, ‘financialisation needs to be 
incorporated into conceptions of the variegated and combined and uneven 
nature of capitalism.’[3] Failure to do so will leave anti-finance resistance 
floundering, as witnessed by increasingly futile debtor-protection 
strategies that can make the underlying problem worse, such as consumer-
credit ratings amnesty and wider access to commercial banks, instead of 
genuine solutions.  
 
Financialised South Africa 
Dating to the 1970s, South Africa has suffered the same disease afflicting 
the world economy: long-term economic stagnation that can be traced to a 
1970s-80s crisis of overaccumulation and falling corporate profits.[4] This 
crisis was instrumental in ending apartheid; related factors were tightened 
financial sanctions and rising class and social struggles. A crucial point was 
mid-1985 when (after extensive local unrest and international solidarity) 
major New York and London banks withdrew lines of credit from the 
apartheid regime; the stock market was closed; exchange controls were 
imposed, and a US$13 billion default was declared by South African 
president PW Botha. 
 
With the IMF moving in to give renewed advice during the late 1990s, the 
overarching philosophy of neoliberalism was firmly adopted by late-
apartheid economic bureaucrats by the early 1990s, and they were joined 



by many business intellectuals and the leading bloc within the ANC. In 
policy terms, this was reflected in a dramatic increase in the real interest 
rate – a 12 percent rise over 18 months from 1988-89 –which catalyzed 
South Africa’s longest-ever depression (1989–1993). 
 
The capital strike strengthened the hand of neoliberal blackmailers in the 
state and business. During the most crucial phase of the political 
transition, in 1992-93, long-standing ANC promises to nationalize the 
banks, mines, and monopoly capital were dropped. Nelson Mandela agreed 
to repay US$25 billion of inherited apartheid-era foreign debt. The central 
bank was granted formal independence in an interim constitution, and the 
International Monetary Fund provided a US$850 million loan with standard 
Washington Consensus conditions attached (kept secret until Business Day 
published them four months later), including reducing public sector wages 
and maintaining a high interest rate.  
 
Financial liberalization got underway, especially a revision of the Usury Act 
promoted by the Free Market Foundation that allowed much higher 
interest rates (up to 32 percent/annum) on small loans, as well as relaxed 
exchange controls. To compensate the resulting funding outflows, by mid-
1995 interest rates were raised to a record high level.  
 
This is the context for the subsequent process of financialisation that I 
discussed in an article, ‘The SA National Development Plan’s dubious 
diagnostics’ (in PEN’s 7 Critical Appraisals booklet, September 2013): 
 
• from 1998 to 2001 the ANC government granted permission to SA’s 
biggest companies to move their financial headquarters and primary stock 
market listings to London, thus setting the stage for durable balance of 
payments crisis; 
• by 2011, South Africa was compelled to maintain the second highest 
prevailing nominal interest rate in the world, after Greece, just to cover 
its capital shortage, no matter that the JSE and real estate investment 
funds were still full of liquid rands sloshing around in search of profitable 
outlets; 
• in mid-2013, the SA economy was rated riskiest amongst 19 in the 
emerging markets peer group, and our foreign debt had risen to $140 
billion (from $25 billion in 1994), largely so as to cover financial outflows; 
• the currency crashed by more than 15 percent within a 3-month long 
period on seven separate occasions: 1996, 1998, 2001, 2006, 2008, 2011 
and 2013, the worst record over the last fifteen years experienced in any 
medium or large country;  
• banking and insurance functions rose from 5 to 13 percent of GDP from 
1990-2005; 
• the Johannesburg Stock Exchange closely tracked that of New York, 
including the mid-2011 crash; and 
• local consumer credit expansion was, until 2008, driven by mortgage 
bonds, reflecting the spectacular real estate bubble (the world’s highest, 
389 percent larger in 2008 than in 1997, double the height of second place 
Ireland’s). 
 
Dangers of consumer financialisation  
The National Credit Regulator and its pro-bank credit counseling cadre 
appear utterly hapless under these structural conditions. After all, from 
1995 to 2005, black households lost 1.8 percent of their per capita income 
whereas whites gained 40.5 percent.[5] This led to compensatory 
borrowing, as wages as a share of the social surplus fell from 55.9 percent 
in 1994 to 50.6 percent by 2010.[6] Making borrowing harder through a 
2010 consumer finance law simply pushed the bubble from mortgage bonds 
into unsecured loans. 



 
Having risen rapidly to R41 billion in late 2007, the outstanding unsecured 
credit load registered with the national credit regulator had risen to R121 
billion by March 2012.[7] As a result, according Moneyweb, ‘at least 40 
percent of the monthly income of SA workers is being directed to the 
repayment of debt.’[8] Given their borrowers’ repayment crisis, African 
Bank – the most exposed – lost 54 percent of its stock market value during 
a mid-2013 investor panic, including R4.1 billion on one day alone, while 
its main competitor Capitec lost R1.7 billion in value that day.[9] 
 
Unsecured loans had become predatory credit – not unlike the US 
‘subprime mortgage’ phenomenon, underdeveloping the borrower. 
‘Mashonisa’ is the name given to the ubiquitous usurer in black South 
African townships; the isiZulu word means ‘to impoverish’ (or ‘to sink’). 
 
In honing their tactics of micro-scale uneven and combined development, 
mashonisas are joined by formal microfinance institutions[10] and major 
banks in offering ‘unsecured credit’ – i.e., without a property, automobile 
or furniture that permit the lender a lien for capital recovery in the event 
of nonpayment – often associated with stop-payment systems arranged by 
the mines, or with harsh debt-collection tactics if not.  
 
Indeed around R3.2 billion is annually ‘exploited from SA’s workforce by 
collection attorneys and other debt collectors’, Moneyweb reported in 
2012.’[11] A University of Pretoria Law Clinic study in October 2013 
confirmed that 8 percent of 8 436 820 employees in SA’s formal sector had 
a deduction made for either debt, maintenance or an administration 
order; in the mining sector the ratio was 13 percent, or 66 000 
workers.[12] 
 
The ongoing Marikana massacre-by-mashonisas 
The role of lenders in mineworker finance has been identified as central to 
the worst police massacre in a half-century, at the platinum-belt town of 
Marikana 100km northwest of Johannesburg on August 16, 2012. There, the 
typical rock-drill operator’s take-home pay was in the range of R4800 per 
month, with an additional R1800/month as a ‘living out allowance’ to 
spare employers the cost of maintaining migrant-labour hostels.  
 
Reflecting the uneven and combined development associated with 
apartheid migrant labour, most workers were from the Eastern Cape’s 
Pondoland, Lesotho and Mozambique. Many therefore maintained two 
households, having families to support in both urban and rural settings. 
 
At the core of the Marikana conflict, 3000 rock drill operators working for 
Lonmin demanded a raise to R12 500/month as a basic gross ‘package’ 
amount. They struck for over a month (three weeks beyond the massacre) 
and ultimately received what was reported as a 22 percent wage package 
increase, which in turn catalyzed wildcat strikes across the mining region 
and then other parts of the country in September-November.  
 
But indebtedness was central to the desperation conditions that prevailed 
at Marikana and so many other mining towns, although all manner of other 
social, gender, economic, environmental and political factors are also 
critical. Finance appeared to amplify the underlying conditions of uneven 
and combined development, the more that became known about the 
miners’ household finances.  
 
According to Mail&Guardian reporter Lisa Steyn, ‘There are at least a 
dozen operators, big and small, offering micro loans in Marikana. Miners 
said they could access loans of up to 50 percent of the value of their net 



pay. Interest rates of 5 percent a month are charged, excluding a service 
charge of R50 a month and an initiation fee of a maximum of 15 percent 
on the value of the loan.’ 
 
Steyn cites the case of Don van Asperen of microfinancier Tshelete: ‘mine 
workers make up 90 percent of its clientele. These clients will often repay 
their debt and take out another loan immediately, or one to two weeks 
later. Some take two or three loans out each month. It’s a sad, vicious 
cycle. But that’s just the culture around the mines.’[13] 
 
A ‘sad, vicious cycle’ is a poignant way to describe the uneven and 
combined development that superexploits Marikana’s migrant 
mineworkers. Even the large, supposedly reputable banks (four control 
more than 80 percent of the SA market) got involved, as Business Day 
columnist Ron Derby remarked on the ‘unbridled growth in unsecured 
lending’.[14]  
 
Bankers are joined by lawyers, according to the business news agency 
Moneyweb: ‘law firm Steyn Attorneys charged a miner R9 934 in legal fees, 
excluding VAT, in addition to a collection commission of R1 140 for the 
recovery of a R1 000 loan. The unfortunate defaulter has paid R11 690 on 
his R1 000 loan but still sits with an outstanding balance of R3 084.’ 
 
Moneyweb cited another example: ‘attorneys F&F van der Walt Attorneys 
charged R148 for items in addition to a R32,25 collection commission on 
repayment amounts of R300 against debt incurred for outstanding school 
fees.’ 
 
In the case of another law firm, Grobler Vorster, in addition to 10 percent 
commission, there were invariably further costs: ‘securing and imposing of 
the garnishee order – R15 for a Grobler Vorster SMS; R51,30 letters and 
R136,80 charges for the calculation of the defaulter’s balance… Grobler 
Vorster have whacked this particular defaulter with charges roughly 
equivalent to the capital amount of his debt.’[15] 
 
Marikana’s workers are thus victims not only of exploitation at the point of 
production, but also of super-exploitative debt relations, in which financial 
desperation is compounded by legal abuse, carried out by the same 
race/gender/class power bloc – white male Afrikaners (Grobler Voster, 
Steyn, van Asperen and many others) – who in the same geographical 
settings in their earlier years were apartheid beneficiaries.  
 
The most tragic lesson of Marikana, from a consumer finance perspective, 
is that the move to liberalized economic relations in 1994 shifted the 
power system from one of direct coercion in the spheres of labour control 
(especially migrancy from Bantustans under apartheid-allied dictators) and 
socio-political power, to indirect coercion by finance and law.  
 
The formalized migrancy system and evolution of labour relations on these 
mines did not improve the socio-economic conditions of workers, given the 
rising debt burden. In these ways, the apartheid era’s uneven and 
combined development processes continue nearly unchanged, only 
dampened by the lack of formal racial regulation, but amplified by 
financialisation. 
 
What is to be done? Aside from workers demanding a R12 500 wage to 
survive ever-higher stop-order payments – at which point the bankers will 
just squeeze the garnishee harder – there are all manner of resistance 
strategies, ranging from local debt strikes such as SA’s early 1990s ‘bond 
boycotts’ to national policy advocacy.  



 
A genuine financial liberation campaign would insist upon stringent 
Reserve Bank regulation (and not by the pro-banker lot now in power), the 
establishment at least one pro-consumer/worker/coop nationalized bank, 
imposition of exchange controls (such as Malaysia applied in 1998), a 
foreign-debt audit and Odious Debt default (as did Ecuador in 2009), and 
local-currency fiscal stimulation (as did most national states in 2008-09, in 
order to avoid global depression).  
 
But generating political will on this scale will take a far more radical 
mobilization than has happened to date. If done properly, however, such 
mobilization can itself be strengthened by honing in on the intense 
contradictions so evident in the field of South African consumer finance 
during this era of extreme uneven and combined development. 
 
 
Reference 
[1] My own accounts are P Bond, ‘Uneven development’, in P O’Hara, ed, 
The Encyclopaedia of Political Economy, London: Routledge, 1999, pp. 
1198-1200, available at www.marxmail.org? and P Bond, ‘Finance 
capital’, in P.O’Hara, ed, The Encyclopaedia of Political Economy, London: 
Routledge, 1999, pp.345-347. These arguments, which have become more 
acute in recent years, follow from early 1980s studies of accumulation 
processes by David Harvey and the late Neil Smith, e.g. D Harvey, The 
Limits to Capital, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982 and N Smith, 
Uneven Development, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984. 
 
[2] The literature on financialisation in South Africa includes S Ashman, B 
Fine and S Newman, ‘The Crisis in South Africa: Neoliberalism, 
Financialization and Uneven and Combined Development,’ in L Panitch, G 
Albo and V Chibber eds, Socialist Register 2011: The Crisis This Time, 
London: Merlin Press, 2011; S Mohammed, ‘The State of the South African 
Economy,’ in J Daniel, R Southall, P Naidoo and D Pillay eds, New South 
African Review, Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2010; and S 
Terreblanche, Lost in Transformation, Johannesburg: KMM Review 
Publishing Company, 2012. 
 
[3] S Ashman and B Fine, ‘Neo-liberalism, varieties of capitalism, and the 
shifting contours of South Africa’s financial system’, Unpublished 
manuscript, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 2012. 
 
[4] P Bond, Elite Transition, op cit; N Nattrass, ‘Post-war profitability in 
South Africa: A critique of regulation analysis in South Africa’, 
Transformation, 9, 1989.  
 
[5] H Bhorat, C Van der Westhuizen and T Jacobs, Income and non-income 
inequality in post-apartheid South Africa. Development Policy Research 
Unit Working Paper 09/138, London, 2009, p.8. 
 
[6] D Forslund, ‘Wages, profits and labour productivity in South Africa’, 
Amandla!, 24 January 2012, www.amandlapublishers.co.za 
 
[7] L Steyn, ‘Marikana miners in debt sinkhole,’ Mail&Guardian, 7 
September 2012.  
 
[8] M Rees, ‘Financially illiterate miners debt shocker’, Moneyweb, 1 
October 2012.  
 
[9] T Lefifi, ‘Bloodletting as unsecured loan bubble pops,’ Business Day, 5 
May 2013. 



 
[10] P Bond, ‘Microcredit snakes and ladders between South Africa’s ‘two 
economies’,’ in F Chowdury, ed, Micro Credit: Myth Manufactured, Dhaka: 
Shrabon Prokashani, 2007, pp.127-146. 
 
[11] Rees, op cit. 
 
[12] Chantelle Benjamin, ‘Garnishee abuse is order of the day’, 
Mail&Guardian, 25 October 2013. 
 
[13] Steyn, op cit. 
 
[14] R Derby, ‘Could debt costs be behind miners’ pay demands?’, Business 
Day, 14 September 2012. 

 

The Trans-Pacific Partnership: A Trade Agreement for Protectionists 

 
 

 
 

Dean Baker 1 November 2013 
 
The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) stands at the top of the Obama 
administration’s trade agenda. The argument from its supporters is that 
this agreement is part of the never ending quest for freer trade. The 
evidence from what we know of this still secret pact is that the TPP has 
little to do with free trade. It can more accurately be described as a pact 
designed to increase the wealth and power of crony capitalists. 
 
At this point, with few exceptions formal trade barriers, such as tariffs and 
quotas, are not very large. If lowering or eliminating the formal barriers 
that remain were the main agenda of this pact, there would be relatively 
little interest. Rather, the purpose of the pact is to use an international 
trade agreement to create a regulatory structure that is much more 
favorable to corporate interests than they would be able to get through 
the domestic political process in the United States and in the other 
countries in the pact. 
 
The gap between free trade and the agenda of the TPP is clearest in the 
case of prescription drugs. The U.S. drug companies have a major seat at 
the negotiating table. They will be trying to craft rules that increase the 
strength of patent and related protections. The explicit purpose is to raise 
(as in not lower) the price of drugs in the countries signing the TPP. 
 
Note that this goal is the opposite of what we would expect in an 
agreement designed to promote free trade. Instead of having drug 
companies at the table, we might envision that we would have 
representatives of consumer groups who would try to negotiate rules that 
could ensure safe drugs at lower prices. Instead of using a “trade” 
agreement to try to push drug prices in other countries up, we could 
actually use trade to bring the price of drugs in the United States down to 
the levels seen elsewhere. 
 
Insofar as this creates problems for the model of government granted 
patent monopolies as the main tool for financing research, we could even 
look to promote methods of research financing that don’t have their 
origins in the medieval guild system, like patents. Everyone, including the 
drug companies, seems to think that the $30 billion we spend on research 
each year through the National Institutes of Health is extremely valuable. 
This suggests that there are other ways to finance research. 



 
We could also look to have freer trade in doctors. The doctors’ lobbies 
have erected numerous barriers to keep qualified foreign physicians from 
practicing in the United States. There are enormous potential gains from 
eliminating these barriers. If we got the pay of doctors in the United 
States in line with doctors’ pay in other wealthy countries, the savings 
would be close to $1 trillion over the next decade. That comes to around 
$7,000 per household. 
 
It is striking that we openly make deals to bring in foreign nurses to lower 
the pay of nurses in the United States, but can never even discuss doing 
the same with doctors. The potential benefits to the United States from 
importing doctors are certainly much larger than for importing nurses. 
 
In fact the potential gains from bringing in foreign physicians are so large 
that we could tax a portion of the earnings of foreign doctors to repay 
their home countries, and allow them to educate 2-3 doctors for every one 
that comes to the United States. This would ensure that everyone benefits 
from freer trade in physicians’ services. The lack of interest in this sort of 
free trade likely has something to do with the fact that doctors make up a 
large chunk of the richest one percent. 
 
There are many other areas where we could envision freer trade bringing 
real gains to the bulk of the population. However this is not what the TPP 
is about. The TPP is about crafting rules that will favor big business at the 
expense of the rest of the population in both the United States and in 
other countries. 
 
For example, we can expect to see limits on the ability of national and 
sub-national governments to impose environmental restrictions, such 
requirements that companies engaging in fracking disclose the list of 
chemicals they use. There may also be limits on the extent to which 
governments can restrict the sale of genetically modified foods, with rules 
on labeling. And, the TPP may prevent governments from imposing 
restraints on financial firms that would prevent the sort of abuses that we 
saw during the run-up of the housing bubble. 
 
The world has benefited from the opening of trade over the last four 
decades. But this opening has been selective so that, at least in the United 
States, most of the gains have gone to those at the top. It is possible to 
design trade deals that benefit the population as a whole, but not when 
corporate interests are literally the negotiators at the table. Rather than 
being about advancing free trade, the TPP is the answer to the question: 
“how can we make the rich richer?  
 
Dean Baker is a macroeconomist and co-director of the Center for 
Economic and Policy Research in Washington, DC. He previously worked as 
a senior economist at the Economic Policy Institute and an assistant 
professor at Bucknell University. He is a regular Truthout columnist and a 
member of Truthout's Board of Advisers. 
www.zcommunications.org 

 

Behind the City of Joburg’s purge of street traders 

 
 

 
ANC patronage, corruption and xenophobia 
Liv Shange 31 October 2013 
 



 Over 5000 Johannesburg street traders have been left without an income 
for a month – parents and breadwinners who normally get by on a hand-to-
mouth basis are now facing an unbearable situation. The havoc wreaked 
upon street traders lives is a result of the City of Joburg’s Clean-Sweep 
Campaign. A project championed by Mayor Parks Tau (ANC), the ‘clean-up’ 
has seen Metro Police remove registered and non-registered traders alike. 
 
After over 4000 street traders from across the city marched on the Mayor’s 
office on October 24, and a further march took place the following day, 
the Mayor’s office met with street traders’ organisations and march 
organisers, including the Workers and Socialist Party, on October 25. 
Together with the South African Informal Traders Forum (SAITF), the 
African Traders Committee (ATC), the One Voice of All Hawkers 
Association and the South African National Traders Association (Santra), 
WASP put up a simple demand: that all traders must be allowed back on 
the streets. Any cleaning or improvements in the city, we are convinced, 
could be undertaken with the street traders on site and participating. In 
response, the various MMCs present at the meeting claimed they were 
‘taking back [their] streets’ and turning Johannesburg into ‘a World-class 
African City’. While they acknowledged that they had failed to 
communicate with the street traders’ elected representatives, they 
claimed that the ‘clean-up’ is undertaken in the traders’ best interest and 
that it would require their removal from the streets for another six weeks. 
 
For street traders, a total of ten weeks with losses – e.g through 
confiscated and destroyed stock – and no income will be completely 
devastating. WASP as well as all the street traders’ organisations have 
therefore rejected this. Further mass action will be called shortly. We are 
also considering legal action against the City. 
 
Behind the well-meaning façade of the City Council lurk very sinister real 
motives. During the Sep 25 meeting, Cllr Matshidiso Mfikoe (ANC), MMC for 
Infrastructure, Service delivery and Environment, argued that ‘people 
should work where they live’. On its own, this may sound like innocent 
common sense. But when echoed, as has been revealed to us through a 
report from an ANC member who attended an ANC branch meeting at 
Joubert Park earlier this month, by the ANC internally it becomes clear 
that this is code for ruling party patronage. 
 
According to the report, the local ANC has set down that to be allowed to 
operate as a street trader in a particular ward in the new regime which 
shall be built on the ruins of the livelihoods of the removed street traders, 
you will not only have to be a resident of that ward but you also an ANC 
member. In other words, the alleged clean-up is really an attempt to crush 
the traders and start a process of primitive accumulation, replacing them 
with ruling party loyals. 
 
The same ANC meeting reportedly proclaimed that it would put ‘our 
people’ on the streets, and it was said explicitly that ‘foreigners must go’. 
These shameful attempts at dividing the working and poor people of 
Johannesburg are also evident in the JMPD’s approach to the ‘clean-up’, 
which entails arbitrary arrests against any black African who is found 
without carrying an ID. 
 
MMC Mfikoe also stated that ‘just because these foreigners have IDs it 
doesn’t mean that we have to treat them…’ Xenophobia, racism, 
patronage, looting and corruption – these are the pillars on which the ANC 
is really basing its so-called ‘clean-up of Johannesburg, and its rule 
generally. It is this ugly underbelly of capitalism that should be cleaned 
away. 



 
As JMPD officers continue to harass traders and confiscate goods, in many 
instances irregularly – eg without issuing receipts, pocketing goods – WASP 
together with the various street traders’ organisations continues to 
mobilise for a people-driven clean-up. It is we who live and work in the 
City who need to take it back. 
workerssocialistparty.co.za 

 

Academic integrity is being crushed by corporate power 

 
 

 
 

GM Watch 31 October 2013 
 
Dissent is being suppressed where it conflicts with powerful interests, 
while scientists who are "on message" are encouraged to speak out. 
 
Consider the following clause in an employment contract leaked to 
GeneWatch UK by a scientist disturbed by the restrictive nature of what he 
was being asked to sign: "As the [place of work] is supported from public 
funds and in view of the nature of its work, there are certain restrictions 
on employees wishing to engage in political activities. Staff should not 
become involved in political controversy in matters affecting research in 
biotechnology and biological sciences." 
http://ngin.tripod.com/scigag.htm 
 
The clause was based on the BBSRC's - the Biotechnology and Biological 
Science Research Council's - code, applied to all publicly funded research 
scientists working in this area. 
 
The UK public funding body's code works to inhibit the employees of such 
institutes from speaking out about any concerns they might have on, for 
example, GM foods by defining this as becoming "involved in political 
controversy on biotechnology and biological sciences", which is prohibited. 
 
The code implies that if researchers do speak out, their careers might 
suffer or that they could even face dismissal, be sued for breach of 
contract, or face a court injunction to stop any further comments. It might 
seem far fetched that the code would be applied in this way, but as was 
seen in the gagging of Dr Pusztai, the code can prove effective in silencing 
even a senior scientist without the necessity of legal action. We have even 
heard of scientists being reminded of the clause at the point of 
retirement, with the suggestion that speaking out of turn could affect 
their pension rights as well as their continuing access to their institutions. 
 
But if you are a scientist at a BBSRC-funded institute who wants to speak 
out in support of GM foods, then you are almost certainly not going to face 
any penalty for getting involved in the controversy. On the contrary, you 
are likely to be encouraged to do so. 
www.gmwatch.org 
 
For scientists in a democracy, to dissent is to be reasonable 
George Monbiot (The Guardian) 30 September 2013 
 
Government policy in Britain, Canada, and Australia is crushing academic 
integrity on behalf of corporate power 
 
It's as clear and chilling a statement of intent as you're likely to read. 
Scientists should be "the voice of reason, rather than dissent, in the public 



arena". Vladimir Putin? Kim Jong-un? No, Professor Ian Boyd, chief 
scientific adviser at the UK's Department for Environment. 
 
Boyd's doctrine is a neat distillation of government policy in Britain, 
Canada, and Australia. These governments have suppressed or 
misrepresented inconvenient findings on climate change, pollution, 
pesticides, fisheries, and wildlife. They have shut down programmes that 
produce unwelcome findings and sought to muzzle scientists. This is a 
modern version of Soviet Lysenkoism: crushing academic dissent on behalf 
of bad science and corporate power. 
 
Writing in an online journal, Boyd argued that if scientists speak freely, 
they create conflict between themselves and policymakers, leading to a 
"chronically deep-seated mistrust of scientists that can undermine the 
delicate foundation upon which science builds relevance". This, in turn, 
"could set back the cause of science in government". So they should avoid 
"suggesting that policies are either right or wrong". If they must speak out, 
they should do so through "embedded advisers (such as myself), and by 
being the voice of reason, rather than dissent, in the public arena". 
 
Shut up, speak through me, don't dissent – or your behaviour will ensure 
that science becomes irrelevant. Note that the conflicts between science 
and policy are caused by scientists, rather than by politicians ignoring or 
abusing the evidence. Or by chief scientific advisers. 
 
In an online question and answer session hosted by his department, 
Professor Boyd maintained that 50% of tuberculosis infections among cattle 
herds are caused by badgers. He repeated the claim in an official 
document called Science to Inform TB Policy. But as the analyst Jamie 
McMillan points out, the figure has been sexed up from inadequate data. 
Like the 45-minute claim in the Iraq debate, it is "spurious, simple to take 
on board, and crucial in convincing parliament". 
 
The badger cull as a whole defies the findings of the £49m study the 
previous government commissioned. It has been thoroughly dissected by 
the leading scientists in the field, which might explain why Boyd is so keen 
to shut them up. It's one of many ways in which his department has binned 
the evidence in setting its policies. 
 
Yesterday Boyd's boss, environment secretary Owen Paterson, told the 
Tory party conference not to worry about global warming. "I think we 
should just accept that the climate has been changing for centuries." A 
few weeks ago on Any Questions, he managed to repeat 10 discredited 
claims about climate change in one short contribution. 
 
His department repeatedly misrepresents science to appease industrial 
lobbyists. It claimed that its field trials of neonicotinoid pesticides on bees 
showed that "effects on bees do not occur under normal circumstances". 
Hopelessly contaminated, the study was in fact worthless, which is why it 
was not submitted to a peer-reviewed journal. 
 
Similar distortions surround the department's refusal to establish 
meaningful marine reserves, its attempt to cull buzzards on behalf of 
pheasant shoots, and its determination to allow farmers to start dredging 
streams again, turning them into featureless gutters. 
 
There's one consolation: Boyd, in his efforts to establish a tinpot 
dictatorship, has not yet achieved the control enjoyed by his counterparts 
in Canada. There, scientists with government grants working on any issue 
that could affect industrial interests – tar sands, climate change, mining, 



sewage, salmon farms, water trading – are forbidden to speak freely to the 
public. They are shadowed by government minders and, when they must 
present their findings, given scripts to memorise and recite. Dozens of 
turbulent research programmes and institutes have either been cut to the 
bone or closed altogether. 
 
In Australia, the new government has chosen not to appoint a science 
minister. Tony Abbott, who once described man-made climate change as 
"absolute crap", has already shut down the government's climate 
commission and climate change authority. But at least Australians are 
fighting back: the climate commission has been reconvened as an NGO, 
funded by donations. In Britain we allowed the government to shut down 
the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution and the Sustainable 
Development Commission with scarcely a groan of protest. 
 
David Cameron's government claimed that the tiny savings it made were 
required to reduce the deficit. Yet somehow it manages to fund a lavish 
range of planet-wrecking programmes. The latest is the Centre for 
Doctoral Training in Oil and Gas, just launched by the Natural Environment 
Research Council. Its aim is "to support the oil and gas sector" by providing 
"focused training" in fracking, in exploiting tar deposits, and in searching 
for oil in polar regions. In other words, it is subsidising fossil fuel 
companies while promoting climate change. How many people believe this 
is a good use of public money? 
 
To be reasonable, when a government is manipulating and misrepresenting 
scientific findings, is to dissent. To be reasonable, when it is helping to 
destroy human life and the natural world, is to dissent. As Julien Benda 
argued in La Trahison des Clercs, democracy and civilisation depend on 
intellectuals resisting conformity and power. 
 
A world in which scientists speak only through minders and in which 
dissent is considered the antithesis of reason is a world shorn of 
meaningful democratic choices. You can judge a government by its 
treatment of inconvenient facts and the people who expose them. This one 
does not emerge well. 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/sep/30/scientists-
democracy-dissent-reasonable-boyd 
 
2.Scientists should engage in policy, but it’s a balancing act 
Kathy Sikes, Professor of Science and Society at University of Bristol The 
Conversation29 September 2013 
 
In a recent speech at the British Science Festival in Newcastle, England, 
Astronomer Royal Martin Rees said on policy issues “scientists have a 
special responsibility to engage”. Yet he added: “They should accept that 
on the economic, social and ethical aspects of any policy they speak as 
citizens and not as experts.” 
 
But are scientists able to distinguish between areas where they are experts 
and where they speak as citizens? Or do they make it clear on which basis 
they are speaking? Some scientists’ cries of “kill the badgers”, “we must 
have GM crops” or “go for nuclear power” lead me to think that sometimes 
the two roles have blurred edges. 
 
There is a helpful way of looking at how scientists give advice to 
policymakers. In Roger Pielke’s book, "The Honest Broker", he suggests 
that there are four ways scientists can choose to engage in the policy 
process. First, they can act as a “pure scientist” who publishes papers, and 
even if their work has relevance to a policy issue, they leave it for others 



to find and use the results. Second, they can act as “science arbiters”, 
who answer specific factual questions posed by decision-makers. Third, 
they can become an “issue advocate”, who decide for themselves on the 
“right” policy decision and become advocates for the “solution”, 
sometimes closing down the scope of choices available to policymakers. 
Finally, they can act as “honest brokers”, who aim to expand and clarify 
the scope of options and choices available to decision-makers, stepping 
back, leaving it to the policymaker to use this evidence to decide what to 
do. 
 
On the matter of these four ways, scientists might reflect on where they 
sit on particular issues when speaking with policy-makers, journalists and 
even friends. Do they make up their minds about what should happen and 
advocate their version? Are they even aware when they, as Martin Rees 
puts it, are “acting as citizens”, or do they slip into territories that involve 
aspects beyond science and speak about them with the kind of authority 
they use when speaking about science? 
 
Scientists get excellent training in how to be scientific – in logic, rational 
thinking and how to aim for objectivity. They don’t however get much 
training in reflecting on their behaviour or language, or really thinking 
through the boundaries of where scientific evidence comes up against 
other, murkier areas such as ethics and economics. Scientists rarely get 
training in how to give advice to policymakers. They may just be thrown 
into doing it, having observed how other scientists behave. 
 
Pielke argues that on issues where there are high levels of uncertainty or 
high levels of disagreement the “honest broker” model will contribute 
both to better policy and to a healthy democracy. It is really up to elected 
representatives to make the decisions. Scientific evidence is a part of the 
evidence and context that needs to be considered, albeit an important 
part. 
 
But I also think there are times when it is ok for scientists to become 
advocates. In an issue such as climate change, when the Bush 
administration and others were in denial that it was actually occurring and 
questioning whether humankind was contributing, there was, and still is, a 
key role for scientists to act as “advocates” – loudly and collectively. Many 
have been vocal, including David King, then the UK’s chief scientific 
advisor, who has claimed that climate change poses a bigger threat than 
that international terrorism. The main policy options about the issue were: 
deny, ignore or try to act. 
 
Scientists have a crucial role when it comes to exploring possible routes to 
mitigating the effects of climate change, and to reversing, or at least 
reducing it. But if a scientist starts saying “so we must try to geoengineer 
the planet to combat climate change”, then they are beginning to take an 
advocacy role. Another territory where some scientists can act as 
“advocate”, having slipped into “citizen” territory, is the development of 
GM crops. The evidence that human population is expanding way beyond 
what current agricultural technologies can provide for is overwhelming, 
but concluding that a particular technology is the key answer is advocacy. 
A starting point of “some GM crops may be valuable in some cases” seems 
closer to being an honest broker. 
 
Once a particular technology has been fixed on, it is too easy for scientists 
to back up their arguments saying, for example, that for economic reasons 
the UK must develop GM crops, without really addressing public concerns 
about impact on the environment or a desire to be able to choose what to 
eat. Many have made the point that we could “feed the world” right now, 



but for political and economic reasons, this just is not happening. And that 
those things should be addressed, rather than just going headlong for a 
single straight technological fix. 
 
I agree with Rees, scientists do have a special responsibility to engage on 
policy issues. If your work is relevant, staying in the lab, acting as a “pure 
scientist” and not entering public discussions means that an important part 
of the evidence, and an important perspective, may be ignored. But 
scientists need to be more aware of and, importantly, more clear about 
when they are straying into speaking as citizens. They need to reflect on 
when they might be starting to advocate for particular solutions. It’s too 
easy for them to carry their cloak of authority into territories where 
evidence beyond the scientific is needed. In their training, scientists 
should be provoked into thinking about the way science advice is given and 
how they communicate with non-scientists. And perhaps most importantly, 
they need to explore with others the ethics, economic and social aspects 
around their work, so they understand better where the different 
boundaries lie. 
https://theconversation.com 

 

Corporate America strikes back against socialist election campaigns 

 
 

 
 

 
Great momentum for Socialist Alternative’s candidates sees major 
national lobby group and big business stepping in for opponents 
Kai Stein, CWI 30 October 2013 
 
With one week to go to the end of local elections on 5 November, the 
campaigns for city council in Minneapolis and Seattle, run by Socialist 
Alternative (CWI supporters in the US), have gained a strong momentum. 
Mighty opponents feel urged to rally behind the Socialist Alternative 
opponents in a response to movement-based campaigns and armies of 
volunteers.  
 
Ty Moore for city council in Minneapolis  
Corporate politicians and national lobbyists of big business, closely tied to 
the banking industry, clearly picked their candidate, Alondra Cano, for the 
city council race in ward 9 in Minneapolis, who they are rallying behind in 
a very tight race. This allows working class people a much clearer picture 
of the choice they have and to pick a candidate, Ty Moore, who will be on 
their side. Ty is a longstanding activist of Occupy Homes - defending home 
owners against foreclosures - and a leading member of Socialist 
Alternative.  



 
In a surprising move, one of the main US wide lobby groups, formally based 
in Chicago, Illinois, stepped into this local race. The National Association 
of Realtors (NAR) - a lobby group of real estate/property agents - supports 
Democrats and Republicans, including Tea Party leaders like Michelle 
Bachman and Ted Cruz. It put $40 million into elections last year. Two 
weeks before Election Day on 5 November, a mass mailer by this Super-
PAC (‘political action committee’) called on voters to give their support to 
Cano, followed by a second mail-out, a few days later.  
 
This political fund’s sudden interest in local politics in Minneapolis is an 
acknowledgement of the tremendous echo Socialist Alternative’s campaign 
found, despite its shoe-string budget. This intervention of corporate 
America into the neighbourhoods of southern Minneapolis is part of NAR’s 
agenda to push back resistance of home owners against evictions. For 
example, they are at the moment suing the city of Richmond where a 
Green party mayor is using “eminent domain” in the Californian city to 
help indebted home owners who are hit badly by the banks. Eminent 
domain is normally used to expropriate ‘small people’ to clear the ground 
for big developers, motorways or other big business interests. In Richmond 
it gives an idea of how people can use unusual tools for the movement 
against Wall Street.  
 
Occupy Homes took up this idea and says that all possible tools should be 
used in Minneapolis. The campaign points out that Wall Street crashed the 
economy, the banks got bailed out, and now the very same banks go after 
hundreds of families in ward 9, in Minneapolis alone, and try to kick them 
out of their homes. Occupy Homes successfully organised resistance 
against evictions and won back houses from big banks. This is one of Ty 
Moore’s strong campaigning issues.  
 
While Alondra Cano publicly still presents herself as an activist and 
organiser, defending people against the banks, the truth of the matter was 
shown when the local establishment stepped in to help her campaign after 
it was taken aback by the Ty Moore camp’s mass door-knocking, hundreds 
of yard signs and outreach via phone banking.  
 
While Cano was shaking hands with people threatened by foreclosures, the 
mayor sent police to evict residents in favour of the banks. The very same 
mayor then co-hosted a fundraiser for Cano, endorsed by the DFL 
(Democrats Farmer Labor Party - the Democrats in Minnesota).  
 
At this fundraiser, not held in ward 9 but in the richest part of 
Minneapolis, the DFL machine was visible: the architects of a corporate 
hand-out to the owner of the Vikings’ football team – the billionaire, Zygi 
Wilf – acted as co-hosts.  
 
Cano presented herself as a fighter for immigrants and people of colour. 
But while the racial achievement gap in schools in Minneapolis is growing 
and charter schools contribute to this fact, lobbyists of charter schools 
were named as backers of Cano’s efforts to grab the seat in city hall.  
 
The open intervention of big money through NAR is further strengthening 
the commitment of hundreds of volunteers for Ty Moore. The SEIU, one of 
the strongest trade unions in the city, is backing the campaign. Occupy 
Homes is mobilising its members to help to get people to the ballot box for 
Ty. A national call for donations by last year’s Green Party candidate for 
president, Jill Stein and from Matt Gonzales, running mate with Ralph 
Nader for president in 2008, and many more, will find a bigger echo, now 
that people can see the national importance of this race.  



 
Kshama Sawant running in Seattle  
Richard Conlin has sat in Seattle city council for 16 years. Conlin has a 
network of power, is backed by big business and influential developers who 
organised gentrification in booming parts of the city on the west coast of 
the US. However, the fact that he raised more money for his re-election 
campaign than any other candidate in Seattle is not based on the fact that 
he is liked so much. Looking at the list of his backers, it is clear that 
developers and corporations are nervous about a very close race.  
 
After achieving 44,000 votes in the primaries in August, Kshama Sawant is 
now running to get a representative of working class families elected to 
city council. Three hundred volunteers are door-knocking. A huge effort in 
fund-raising allowed this socialist campaign to send out mailers to 140,000 
households. Kshama challenged the incumbent in a TV debate and 
numerous candidate forums. The neck-on-neck race encouraged the 
influential local weekly paper, The Stranger, to campaign for Kshama, 
sending Seattle’s establishment into a nightmarish state of fear.  
 
Conlin even felt the need to start an ugly smear campaign. Eagerly taken 
up by the Seattle Times, the main pro-establishment newspaper in the 
city, Conlin questioned Kshama’s “civic engagement” as she had only 
voted in 3 of the 4 elections that she could have done so after registering. 
Formally Conlin is making points about voting and engagement but the 
subtext of his attack is clear: Kshama is an immigrant (she got US 
citizenship in 2010). This attack against a candidate of color from an 
immigrant background had a polarising effect and also mobilised new 
support for the Vote Sawant campaign.  
 
The Stranger came out with a clear response to Conlin’s accusations and 
concluded: “Conlin’s problem is that Sawant is too civically engaged.  
 
“Conlin should stop crowing about about her votes—Conlin should be 
worried about his votes against transit, for half-funded freeways, against 
sick leave, for an anti-panhandling bill that violated the city’s own human 
rights standards, against making homeless encampments safer, and the 
rest of his record.”  
 
The final voting has already started. Over two weeks Seattle’s voters are 
asked to mail in their ballot. Roughly 200,000 voters will decide between a 
corporate politician and a working class activist. A grassroots campaign is 
fighting the influence of big money over politics and the outcome is open.  
 
Fight for $15/hour  
One of the main demands of the Vote Sawant campaign is a minimum wage 
of $15/hour and full trade union rights. The red shirts worn by Sawant 
supporters demanding such an increase from the current state-wide $9.19 
towards a living wage became the visual mark and ‘brand’ of the 
campaign.  
 
The bold minimum wage demand raised by fast-food workers, over the last 
year, spread all over the US, raises the aspirations of millions of low-
waged workers. It resonates with the poorest parts of US America’s 
working class but gets support much beyond.  
 
In the Seattle race, pushed by Kshama Sawant and her supporters, even 
the two candidates for mayor started to endorse $15/hour, in vague terms. 
While workers cannot rely on these two Democratic Party candidates, it 
shows the impact of a focused campaign.  
 



All kinds of attacks were brought up against the Sawant campaign’s 
minimum wage demand. The main benefiters of worker super-exploitation 
are companies like McDonald’s, Walmart and the supermarket chain 
Target. The argument was made again and again, that small businesses 
would “lose out” with such a wage increase.  
 
However, it is obvious that $15/hour would only be a first step to earn 
enough out of a full-time job to feed a family. And the mythical small 
businesses are already broke because of poverty, foreclosures and a 
broken economy which is based on corporations sitting on billions without 
spending, while working class families suffer. The overdue correction of 
the situation facing hard-pressed working class families will be a first step 
to repair the whole economy.  
 
In Minneapolis, the Ty Moore for City Council Campaign also found a big 
echo with the demand for $15/hour, including during an f immigrant rights 
demonstration in early October. The sitting councillor for ward 9 said he is 
“very sure” that the city cannot impose such legislation. “This is just a red 
herring that Ty Moore is using that demonstrates he really doesn’t 
understand the job he is applying for”, the Minneapolis Star Tribune 
quotes Gerry Schiff in an article on a candidate forum (where this sitting 
councillor was not even present).  
 
Not so surprisingly, the city council had no problem in bypassing law in the 
interest of a $150 million gift to a billionaire around the Vikings’ Stadium, 
where they avoided a legally obligatory referendum of the people of 
Minneapolis.  
 
The law allegedly prohibiting Minneapolis from brining in a minimum wage 
is unjust and was never even tested in court – a step a city council could 
immediately take by implementing this increase in wages. A living wage 
ordinance of the city can immediately force all contractors with the city to 
stick to a minimum of $15/hour. Achievements like the right for same-sex 
marriage were not won by politicians arguing what they cannot do, but by 
movements with leaders who showed a way forward defending working 
people’s interests.  
 
The fight for $15 will, of course, not end on Election Day, 5 November. 
The efforts of tens of thousands of fast-food workers, SEIU and other trade 
union supporters and many community activists shows the potential for an 
upsurge of the poorest parts of working people in the US to fight back.  
 
Political openings  
The strength of the two Socialist Alternative election campaigns in 
Minneapolis and Seattle is that they flow from a programme to defend 
working class people against Wall Street. It is based on the correct 
understanding that the anger shown during the Occupy movement, in 
2011, has not disappeared gone but is still a live mainspring for future 
powerful movements and political earthquakes.  
 
Millions of Americans are alienated from the two parties of big business 
and are looking for an alternative. In a more profound sense, despite small 
numerical economic growth, the economic and political system is broken 
and many Americans realise it. Social tensions are rising.  
 
Right wing populists and libertarians – ultra-liberal, pro-market lobbyists – 
are trying to step in to the political vacuum. But all indicators point to the 
main development for the coming years coming from a new search for a 
Left alternative – maybe, at the beginning, left-populist in character and 
then more and more truly working-class based. The potential is opening up 



for a coalition of labour, socialists and Green Party activists and 
candidates to offer an alternative to pro-big business policies.  
 
Despite huge tasks and small forces, Socialist Alternative is extremely well 
positioned to help these developments along, to help the fight-back 
against corporate greed and for the struggle for a socialist future.  
www.socialistworld.net 

 

NUMSA prepares for Special Congress - Fight for socialism!  

 
 

 
 

Ben Morken 30 October 2013  
 
The National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (NUMSA) is in the 
process of gathering the views of its members in preparation for the 
union’s extraordinary national congress to be held in December. The 
congress of NUMSA will be held in Ekhurhuleni and will give the union a 
mandate on how to deal with the ruptures inside the trade union 
federation COSATU, as well as giving the leadership directions on the way 
forward. The NUMSA congress will be held ahead of the COSATU 
extraordinary congress to be held at a later date. Earlier the president of 
COSATU, S’dumo Dlamini, reluctantly wrote to the affiliates confirming 
that the congress will be held. 
 
A Democratic Process 
The process of garnering the views of members kicked off this past week 
with shop-floor meetings to discuss the issues on the agenda for the 
congress. These meetings were then followed up with meetings of shop-
stewards in 52 local councils across the country over this past weekend (19 
October). After the meetings of the local councils, the shop-stewards will 
report the results to regional executive meetings on the weekend of 26-27 
October. The nine regions of NUMSA will then hold regional congresses 
next month where the mandates for the national congress will be given to 
delegates. 
 
This democratic process is in stark contrast to the underhanded methods 
used by the representatives of the right wing faction of the Tripartite 
Alliance that is present inside COSATU. A clear example of this was the 
removal of COSATU’s General Secretary, Vavi, by the Central Executive 
Committee after a long campaign by these elements, using dirty methods 
in the process. They finally got their chance when he was placed on 
“special leave” after he admitted to an extramarital affair with a junior 
colleague. 
 
The affair that Vavi had had with the colleague was like a godsend for the 
right wing faction who proceeded to removed him behind the backs of the 
workers who had elected him in the first place. These bureaucratic 
methods are at variance with COSATU’s own principles that the federation 
should be “worker-led and worker-controlled.”The undemocratic nature of 
his removal is further established by the fact that since Vavi’s removal 
more than two months ago, he has still not been subjected to a 
disciplinary process nor has he been charged with anything. 
 
When NUMSA gave an update on the process that is now underway, its 
Deputy General Secretary, Karl Cloete, stressed the need for a democratic 
process when he said: 
 
“When the union leaders and spokespersons speak, it is often implied or 



concluded that what these union representatives say are their own views. 
What we have here is a bottom-up approach, where we are asking what 
they (the workers) think about the political and socioeconomic 
developments around them.” 
 
The Agenda 
The next scheduled congress of NUMSA was for 2016 but political 
developments since its last congress have necessitated the central 
committee calling an extraordinary congress. 
 
The December congress will discuss: 
 
(1) the divisions within COSATU; 
(2) the state of the Tripartite Alliance (between the ANC, SACP and 
COSATU); 
(3) a planned socioeconomic strike for early 2014; 
(4) NUMSA’s approach to the elections of 2014. 
 
A lot has happened since the last congress of the union in June 2012. 
Besides the divisions within COSATU, which is now so paralyzed and 
hamstrung with divisions that it fails to take forward the issues facing the 
working class, there were also other developments such as the massacre of 
workers by the police in Marikana in August 2012, the adoption by the ANC 
government of anti-worker policies such as the Employment Tax Incentive 
Bill and the National Development Plan and the signing into law of the 
deeply unpopular e-toll system despite mass resistance. 
 
The Employment Tax Incentive Bill, also known as the Youth Wage subsidy, 
is officially an attempt to “urge” companies to create jobs for young 
people by giving employers tax incentives. But the very logic of capitalism 
does not allow for this. The bourgeoisie is not in business to create jobs, 
but to make profits. They can only do so by keeping down costs, including 
labour costs, and using labour saving devices such as machines so that they 
can most effectively compete against each other in order to maximize 
profits. 
 
The problem is that capitalism has run into all its contradictions and 
cannot develop the productive forces to the extent that it did in the past. 
It cannot solve the phenomenon of mass organic unemployment which it 
causes in the first place. All that the tax scheme will do is hand over large 
sums of money to big business who will then simply replace older workers 
with younger ones. 
 
The e-tolling project, on the other hand, is nothing more than the massive 
privatisation of public roads. All that the workers will do is to pay again for 
roads for which they are being taxed for in the first place. 
 
All these developments have necessitated NUMSA calling for the 
extraordinary congress. Commenting on this, Cloete said that the union 
had “never imagined that a liberation movement like the ANC would adopt 
a neo-liberal document like the National Development Plan,” nor has it 
anticipated “a massacre of workers like at Marikana”. 
 
Why has NUMSA grown so spectacularly? 
Over the last couple of years NUMSA has grown to be the largest affiliate 
of COSATU. In fact, it now has 330 000 members, the biggest any union has 
ever been in the history of the South African labour movement and by 
some estimates the union will be 400 000 strong by 2016. 
 
The reason for this rapid growth is not hard to find. Membership grew from 



318 000 to 329 000 between May and September 2013. At that time the 
union embarked on a recruitment drive. But this coincided with the fierce 
battles within COSATU over the suspension of Vavi. 
 
But there is a more fundamental reason. The mass public discontent over 
stagnant or declining living standards has led to divisions within the mass 
organisations of the working class. These divisions present themselves in 
distorted ways often around personality issues. But at bottom they reflect 
the fact that the masses are seeking a way out of their circumstances and 
as the more militant elements of the mass organisations are being removed 
(the ruining of the Young Communist League Mahikeng (Mafikeng) congress 
in 2010, the disbanding of the ANC Youth League NEC, the removal of 
Vavi,etc.), so the masses gravitate to other more militant organisations. 
The more militant approach of NUMSA is the real reason for its rapid 
growth. This is the final answer to those who try to water down their 
programme, and who cut out words such as “socialism”, ”communism” and 
so on. The workers want a militant and fighting organisation. 
 
Fight for Socialism 
Essentially the divisions inside COSATU are the culmination of all the 
contradictions that have plagued South African society since the formal 
end of Apartheid. The negotiated settlement between the Apartheid state 
and the national liberation movements meant that although significant 
concessions were wrestled away from the bourgeoisie by the masses, the 
fundamental economic base of society was kept in place. 
 
The real question was never whether white people or black people own 
the economy. The real issue was always that the economy was (and still is) 
in the private hands of the capitalist class and that the capitalist system 
cannot provide the masses of workers even a semi-civilized existence. 
Experience of this over the past two decades have clearly demonstrated 
this where a small group of black people have joined the bourgeois class, 
owning shares and sitting in the boardrooms of companies who are 
ultimately responsible for workers being massacred when they demand 
better living standards. 
 
What matters is that capitalist society is a form of class society, like the 
ancient slave-based societies or the feudal-based societies. It is a society 
where a small minority hold in their hands the means of production, 
whereas the majority of society, the working class who actually produces 
the wealth, owns barely enough to lead a semi-civilized life. It is 
fundamentally a system base on exploitation. The personal disposition of 
the capitalist does not enter the equation. The exploitation consists of the 
fact that the capitalist buys the labour power of the worker as a 
commodity, but this commodity creates more wealth than the worker 
receives back in wages. The surplus value is then appropriated by the 
capitalist. In this process it does not matter who the capitalist is. If he is a 
capitalist, he derives his wealth through exploitation. 
 
This state of things has given rise to mass seething discontent within South 
African society with anger pouring out onto the streets of townships, mines 
and factories. This public anger has opened schisms in all the organisations 
of the masses - ANC, ANC YL, YCL, COSATU and so on. We have seen how 
the Mahikeng congress of the Young Communist League was ruined with 
physical infighting and how the democratically elected structures of the 
ANC Youth League were disbanded and its leadership purged. Before these 
developments we saw the bitter struggles that were waged when the rank 
and file revolted in the famous 2005 National General Council of the ANC 
which led to the defeat of Mbeki at the historic 2007 Polikwane 
Conference. 



 
These struggles were not only about the personalities that were involved. 
At bottom it is a crisis of reformism, of the left and right varieties. Both 
the right-wing and left-wing reformers are fundamentally basing 
themselves on the capitalist system where the former bases itself on 
private sector initiatives, foreign direct investment and so on, and the 
latter bases itself on state initiatives where a supposedly “developmental” 
state drives socioeconomic development. 
 
Both varieties of reformism are being pushed forward precisely at a time 
when capitalism cannot give any reforms. Not only can the system not give 
any reforms, but it can no longer afford to maintain the concessions that 
the workers have fought for and gained in the past. 
 
This can clearly be seen on a global scale. Even in the most developed 
economies of Europe and the USA, counter-reforms are being introduced 
too with cuts in social spending and an increase in mass unemployment 
with the resultant fall in living standards. In European countries such as 
Greece and Spain the results have been disastrous for the working class. As 
in South Africa, schools are without books, hospitals are without medicine 
and people are being evicted from their homes because they cannot pay 
their mortgages. The bourgeoisie are not doing this for any ideological 
reasons, but because their system is in crisis and beyond repair. 
 
If the bourgeoisie can no longer provide people with decent living 
standards in the advanced capitalist countries, then how can it do so in a 
small capitalist country like South Africa which is at the margins of the 
world economy? The task of the working class organisations is not to keep 
alive a system that is past its sell-by date, a system that can offer the 
masses nothing but unemployment, homelessness, hunger and misery. 
 
The solution to the problems that South African workers face is to remove 
the capitalist system and branch. Marxists are in favour of state-led 
development, but then the state must be in the hands of the working 
class. At the moment we live in a bourgeois society where the state serves 
the interests of the bourgeoisie. This can clearly be seen where the state 
was used to massacre workers or when the e-toll system was forced 
through even though the masses of working people opposed it. In all these 
cases the interests of the bourgeois class are being catered for. 
 
It is not possible to plan the capitalist system. The plans of the National 
Planning Commission with its National Development Plan will fail with 
disastrous results for the working people. You cannot plan what you do not 
control and you cannot control what you don’t own. Therefore, the only 
solution is to fight for the nationalisation of the commanding heights of 
the economy under the democratic control and management of the 
working class. Only on this basis will it be possible to plan the economy in 
a rational way. Only a workers’ state will then be able to serve the 
interests of the working class. 
www.marxist.com 

 

Thomas Sankara: brief portrait of a little-known leader 

 
 

 
 

Bruno Jaffré 29 October 2013  
 
Written on the ninth anniversary of Sankara’s assassination, insight into 
the personality and political motivations of Sankara reveal not only a 



workaholic but a sensitive individual who sided with the poor in Burkinabé 
society 
Any revolution is a complex process, the conjunction of a given historical 
period, of societal contradictions that have reached maturity and must be 
addressed, of events that accelerate the process, and of course of the 
human factor, without which nothing is possible. The Burkinabé revolution 
is no exception to this process. And yet, it seems that the importance of 
its leader and his particular role were of special significance. 
 
Is this because [the revolution] is close to us in time and space? Or is it not 
perhaps because its leader, Captain Thomas Sankara, seemed close – so 
strongly did his personality, words and actions resonate with us? 
 
No one today will dispute that his assassination on 15 October 1987 by the 
men of his former friend Blaise Compaoré, put an end to the revolution 
whose aspirations they had shared. Compaoré did hesitate for a time 
before breaking definitively with the ideals of his youth, but the soul of 
the revolution was gone. 
 
Whether Thomas Sankara wanted the position of leader is irrelevant, and 
in spite of all the accusations that have been levelled against him, it 
appears that for the most part he sought to unite rather than to eliminate, 
to deepen his understanding, working unstintingly and seeking to convince 
rather than imposing his will by force. These assertions appear provocative 
in light of what has been said about him, even by sympathisers who 
acknowledge the positive aspects of his action but agree on his 
authoritarian tendencies. Where is the truth? 
 
Certainly, before and after 4 August 1983 adjustments had to be made 
within the army and certain officers dismissed, but the survival of the 
process was at stake. As for the quarrels dividing parties that were often 
struggling for supremacy, we cannot hold him personally responsible 
without distorting the truth. Without delving deeply into events prior to 15 
October or rekindling an old debate, it seems that it was his attempts to 
bring all the revolutionary organisations together within one party that 
isolated him. No doubt fed up with their squabbling, he had finally 
demanded their dissolution and put in place an organizing committee for 
the new party, attacking them more and more pointedly in his later 
speeches. If he was against hegemony it was mainly because he sincerely 
believed in the need for diversity. ‘We should be careful not to transform 
unity into a ¬¬¬ paralyzing and numbing univocality. On the contrary, let 
us prefer the pluralistic, diversified and enriching expression of multiple 
and diverse ideas,’ he declared on 4 August 1987. Adding later, on 2 
October 1987, ‘Each time we get locked into the idea that there is only 
one valid group… that is when we cut ourselves off… It is not our goal to 
divide the revolutionaries.’ 
 
Well before he took power, Sankara worked to build unity, to create a 
bridge between the political parties that mistrusted the military with good 
reason, and the military, whose culture was far removed from the rhetoric 
of the left-wing parties. As of 1974, Sankara, together with Compaoré, 
sought contact with the left-wing parties, mainly the PAI [Parti Africain de 
l’Indépendance, African Independence Party] which arranged political 
training for them, and later the ULCR [Union des Luttes Communistes 
Reconstruite, Union of Communist Struggles - Reconstructed]. 
Relationships were patiently built up that enabled the political takeover in 
a relatively confident climate. Unfortunately, after 4 August 1983, and 
although the more right-wing elements of the army had been dismissed, it 
was necessary to reach a compromise with the army as a whole, going 
against the wishes of the political parties, which found themselves 



outnumbered by the military in the CNR [Conseil National de la Révolution, 
the National Revolutionary Council]. This was the difficult challenge that 
he had set himself – a race against time: the in-depth transformation of 
the armed forces so that they would no longer be putsch-prone, while 
tempering civilian aspirations for a non-political army. Subsequent events 
showed that he was very isolated in this line of thinking. 
 
Although concerned about the complex political situation, he above all 
wanted to avoid losing contact with his people, something that other 
leaders have at times neglected. He particularly enjoyed traveling 
incognito or visiting CDR offices to talk directly with the militants. He 
could not understand why cadres often refused to be appointed to the 
bush, away from the capital, as he felt that many of them needed to go 
back to the grassroots to avoid losing themselves in revolutionary rhetoric 
– all the more so since, in his opinion, it was also for those isolated, often 
destitute populations that the revolutionaries should be working. It is true 
that such appointments often meant political banishment. Moreover, he 
imposed quite unrealistic goals on his ministers and colleagues. The 
revolution had to bring about a better quality of life, and fast. This 
attitude was a source of contention between himself and the PAI, which 
often accused him of improvisation and populism, and also the beginning 
of his difficulties with a good many people who considered themselves 
militants of the revolution but were unable to keep up with the pace. 
 
Friendship was of prime importance to him and he trusted his friends 
blindly. In some cases his indulgence went against broader political 
interests, creating enmities without any benefit in return. Above all, 
during the bitter political confrontation that opposed him to his friend 
Blaise Compaoré, he chose to let things take their course without guarding 
against the dangers, although many in his circle begged him to protect 
himself. 
 
Thomas Sankara was a workaholic. Although not the best in class, he was 
nevertheless a good student throughout his school years, mainly in French, 
but also in mathematics. In Madagascar, where he received his officer’s 
training, he became interested in economics and learned the basics of 
journalism as editor of the military academy’s newspaper. Above all, he 
became passionately interested in sociology, which he put into practical 
application during his civil service among the farmers of Madagascar. In 
every area, military or other, he sought perfection, setting himself 
ambitious goals and a strict disciplinary regime. He wanted to set an 
example, taking the lead among his companions through hard work, rigour, 
learning and knowledge. He has been accused of being headstrong, of not 
listening to his entourage, but is it not true that there were few around 
him able to withstand his force of persuasion? 
 
Besides this force of character, shaped by perseverance, learning, effort 
and the high standard he set for himself, Thomas Sankara was a very 
sensitive man. It is in this aspect of his personality, in the sincere and 
unusual interest he took in the beggars, prostitutes and handicapped, 
those whom we refer to today as society’s outcasts, that he set himself 
apart from his contemporaries. 
 
Not to mention the efforts he made to gain a better understanding of the 
farmers, who formed the great majority in Burkina, most of whom lived in 
extreme poverty. Although in the minds of many militants the revolution 
should benefit a ‘working class’ that barely existed and a handful of wage 
earners, for the most part government employees, for Sankara it was out 
of the question to leave the farmers behind. He therefore tried to create a 
national market, and outlets for local production by forcing the few 



salaried employees to buy it through the intermediary of the National 
Revolutionary Councils. Such measures, very unpopular among the urban 
population, led him to be viewed as a dreamer and contributed to his 
political isolation. But for Sankara it was essential to remain true to his 
convictions. To his mind, a revolutionary must above all be willing to 
sacrifice himself, live modestly and fight the ‘petit bourgeois tendencies’ 
that would have him favour, for instance, imported clothing over locally 
made Faso Dan-Fani. 
 
Basically, Thomas Sankara’s only motivation was a formidable desire to 
make his country progress, to put it back on the map, improve the living 
conditions of the poor and give his people back their dignity. He and his 
comrades endeavoured to put in place original policies, within the political 
context of the time, which would enable them to attain their objectives. 
What were they? 
 
- First of all, to stop relying solely on foreign aid, even if it still remained 
necessary, find out what could be achieved immediately, and explore the 
country’s potential to the fullest. 
 
- To take advantage of international inconsistencies in order to obtain aid 
at the best price, no matter the source, and see to it that aid itself would 
finally contribute to eliminating aid, as the Burkinabe revolutionaries liked 
to say. 
 
- To affirm independence, siding firmly with the anti-imperialist camp and, 
within the framework of international bodies, help poor countries to 
organize, to unite and to adopt a stance in order to effectively defend 
their interests against the rich countries. 
 
- To mobilise the people by matching words with deeds, by offering an 
inspiring project, fighting corruption, and developing education and 
training. 
 
- To foster a spirit of enterprise among the farmers, the country’s main 
producers of wealth, by giving them their rightful place in the political life 
of the country and by trying to give them a fair price for their labour. 
 
- To try to promote a planned national economy by developing local 
production and processing. 
 
- To rely on the public sector, without nationalising it, while establishing 
standards and rules for private sector activity in order better to control 
the country’s economy and have the means to apply independent policies; 
and to rely on the workers to better control their management.  
 
- To develop productive forces, firmly opposing anything that would stand 
in the way, backwards mentalities in particular, without upsetting the 
social organisation of the villages. 
 
- To invent new forms of democracy that would better correspond to the 
circumstances of the population and be more progressive than 
representative democracy. 
 
He partly succeeded, and that is what history will record. As the ninth 
anniversary of his death draws near, it is time to set the record straight 
and reaffirm certain truths. 
 
This article was published in 1996 in the now-defunct Malian newspaper 
‘Yelema.’ Translated from French for Pambazuka News by Julia Monod. 
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Global Wealth Inequality  

 
 

 
 

Top 1% Own 41%; Top 10% Own 86%; Bottom Half Own Just 1% 
Michael Roberts 28 October 2013 
 
Just 8.4% of all the 5 billion adults in the world own 83.4% of all household 
wealth (that’s property and financial assets, like stocks, shares and cash in 
the bank). About 393 million people have net worth (that’s wealth after all 
debt is accounted for) of over $100,000, that’s 10% own 86% of all 
household wealth!  
 

 
 
But $100,000 may not seem that much, if you own a house in any G7 
country without any mortgage. So many millions in the UK or the US are in 
the top 10% of global wealth holders. This shows just how little two-thirds 
of adults in the world have – under $10,000 of net wealth each and billions 
have nothing at all. 
 
This is not annual income but just wealth – in other words, 3.2 billion 
adults own virtually nothing at all. At the other end of the spectrum, just 
32 million people own $98 trillion in wealth or 41% of all household wealth 
or more than $1 million each. And just 98,700 people with "ultra-high net 
worth" have more than $50 million each and of these 33,900 are worth 



over $100 million each. Half of these super-rich live in the US. 
 
All this is in a new global wealth report published Credit Suisse Bank and 
authored by professors Anthony Shorrocks and Jim Davies – see the report 
at global wealth report and the wealth database). The professors find that 
global wealth has reached a new all-time high of $241 trillion, up 4.9% 
since last year, with the US accounting for most of the rise. Average 
wealth hit a new peak of $51,600 per adult but the distribution of that 
wealth is wildly unequal.  
 
There is nothing new in this report in one sense because Tony Shorrocks 
previously authored a UN report back in 2010 (see my post, 
http://thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2010/01/10/20/) that found 
virtually the same wealth inequality. Branko Milanovic also found similar 
figures in various World Bank studies. But what is also interesting is that 
Professor Shorrocks finds that there is little or no social mobility between 
rich and poor over generations – 87% of people stay rich or poor, hardly 
moving up or down the wealth pyramid.  
 
This inequality is mirrored within each country (see UK wealth 
distribution). In the UK, aggregate total wealth (including private pension 
wealth but excluding state pension wealth) of all private households in 
Great Britain was £10.3 trillion. And the wealthiest 10% of households were 
4.4 times wealthier than the bottom 50% of households combined. The 
wealthiest 20% of households owned 62% of total aggregate household 
wealth.  
 
Moreover, according to the Credit Suisse report, the "American dream" or 
the British idea of "rags to riches" is a myth. Two-thirds of US adults are in 
the same wealth decile as their parents were. Even globally, “while some 
individuals do alternate wildly between rags and riches, many stay for 
their whole lifetime in the same wealth neighborhood for people of their 
age. Dividing the population into wealth quintiles, about half the 
population remains in the same quintile after ten years and we estimate 
that at least a third would be in the same quintile after thirty years.”  
 
Global wealth is projected to rise by nearly 40% over the next five years, 
reaching $334 trillion by 2018. Emerging markets will be responsible for 
29% of the growth, although they account for just 21% of current wealth, 
while China will account for nearly 50% of the increase in emerging 
economies’ wealth. Wealth will primarily be driven by growth in the 
middle segment, but the number of millionaires will also grow markedly 
over the next five years.  
 
All class societies have generated extremes of inequality in wealth and 
income. That is the point of a rich elite (whether feudal landlords, Asiatic 
warlords, Incan and Egyptian religious castes, Roman slave owners etc.) 
usurping control of the surplus produced by labour. But past class societies 
considered that normal and "god-given". Capitalism on the other hand talks 
about free markets, equal exchange and equality of opportunity. But the 
reality is no different from previous class societies.  
www.zcommunications.org 

 

Canada: Capitalism is corrupt - Projet Montreal must fight the bosses  

 
 

 
Isa Al-Jaza’iri 24 October 2013  
 



 November 3, 2013 is the date set for municipal elections across Québec. 
The past few years have been a roller coaster ride of scandal and 
corruption for municipal politicians across the province. Gérald Tremblay, 
the mayor of Montreal since 2002, resigned on Nov. 5, 2012 as a result of 
allegations of corruption and Mafia ties. His successor, interim mayor 
Michael Applebaum, was not even able to finish the remaining term in 
office; in a pre-dawn raid on Jun. 17, 2013, Applebaum was arrested on 14 
charges including fraud, conspiracy, breach of trust, and corruption in 
municipal affairs. Montreal’s bourgeois parties are in crisis. 
 
This opens up large possibilities for Projet Montreal, but only if it presents 
a program that can break with the status quo and addresses the aspirations 
of workers and youth of today. While the bosses’ parties raise fees and 
criminalize protest in this city, they also skim billions of dollars off the top 
as their fee for carrying out the demands of big business. Projet Montreal 
cannot fight the bosses’ corruption without fighting for the interests of 
workers and youth. 
 
In the last municipal elections, Projet Montreal’s campaign scored a 
breakthrough in Montreal’s traditional two-party system. Projet Montreal 
managed to secure 25% of the vote and came in third to Tremblay’s Union 
Montreal and Louise Harel’s Vision Montreal. The revulsion with the two 
main parties, both of whom were exposed to have Mafia ties during the 
course of the campaign, was the main reason behind Projet Montreal being 
catapulted from having only one seat in Montreal’s city council to having a 
serious shot at power. The program presented by the party, while limited, 
still provided for an expansion of services in working-class areas and a 
reduction of transit fares, which was enough to gain an echo as an 
alternative to the mixture of theft and fee increases the other two parties 
promised. 
 
The anti-corruption party? 
Much of the media attention around Projet Montreal this time around is 
focusing on the party’s financing, especially in contrast to the finances of 
the two main bosses’ parties. The party raises its donations from 
individuals in small amounts, and lists all donations over $100 on its 
website. This transparency is in sharp relief to the murky “brown 
envelopes” received by the other parties. Projet Montreal’s mayoral 
candidate, Richard Bergeron, is placing great emphasis on the fact his 
party is not indebted to the Mafia bosses and will lead the “fight against 
corruption”. 
 
Fighting corruption is all well and good, but is this the main reason that 
will lead working-class people to vote for a municipal party? Working-class 
people will have to be excused for having a certain degree of cynicism 
regarding Montreal municipal politics as they have heard all of these 
promises before. We should remember that Applebaum also promised to 
“clean up city hall”, shortly before he himself was arrested for corruption. 
Louise Harel, too, tried to take this angle until it was shown that members 
of her party were also guilty of taking bribes. 
 
For Bergeron and Projet Montreal to succeed in the next election — to 
convince workers and young people to vote and volunteer their time for 
the party — means having to present a platform that captures people’s 
imagination and cuts through the cynicism surrounding municipal politics in 
Montreal. 
 
A good start for Projet Montreal would be promising to repeal Municipal 
By-Law P6. Last year, the right to protest across Quebec was suspended by 
the Charest Liberal government through Bill 78 (which subsequently 



became Law 12). Mayor Tremblay felt it necessary to re-enforce this 
provincial law with a municipal by-law that had similar measures and 
restrictions. Those charged under P6 face a maximum fine of $637. 
Although Law 12 was subsequently revoked after the provincial election, 
By-Law P6 remains in force in Montreal. 
 
The results of the crackdown on civil liberties continue to be felt: 
hundreds have been arrested, held for hours, fined, and then released. An 
example of the absurdity of this law was seen on 2nd May when a group of 
parents attempted to cross a street back-and-forth while respecting the 
traffic signal, a very mild protest asking for better security on the 
dangerous intersection outside of their children’s elementary school. 
However, they had not provided a written itinerary, and their protest was 
stopped by the police. 
 
Tremblay and Applebaum have left the city with a legacy of an out-of-
control police force with undemocratic powers. Projet Montreal has taken 
the correct line and stood against this law, working for its repeal. But this 
position is absent from their electoral platform announced earlier in 
August. 
 
Another key plank that should be highlighted in Projet Montreal’s election 
platform is the call for free public transportation. During the municipal 
election in 2009, in Plateau-Mont-Royal, the local campaign went further 
than the central campaign wished. Rumours circulated that activists had 
been told by the Projet Montreal head office not to bring up the demand 
for free public transportation, although it is in the party program. In 
Plateau-Mont-Royal, the campaign centred on this demand, even going so 
far as to distribute fliers shaped like metro passes that advertised it to 
every home in the borough. The result is undeniable proof that promises 
that have a real effect on the living conditions of workers are effective. 
Projet Montreal captured every single borough council seat, every single 
city council seat, and the borough mayoralty in the Plateau. The major 
part of the party’s gains in the election came precisely from Plateau-Mont-
Royal and their platform of free public transportation. And, all of this has 
to be put into the context that prior to the election, Projet Montreal only 
held one seat across the island of Montreal. 
 
This is a demand that would galvanize support across the city, but 
strangely enough, it too is absent from the electoral platform announced 
in August. This is a mistake that will dampen the party’s ability to make 
further gains. Instead of focusing on massive investment in public transport 
to expand it and make it free for all, the party wishes to focus on 
punishing the use of cars. A proposal to put tolls on Montreal’s bridges will 
further damage the party with thousands of workers who commute off the 
island for their jobs. PM’s platform promises to use some of the toll money 
to eventually expand three of the four metro lines, but the solution should 
not be a tax on working people. We do not need to raise tolls on working-
class people to fund this program; we can find it in the pockets of the rich 
who have been pulling the strings at City Hall for too long! If every worker 
in Montreal, and the surrounding area, could get to and from work free 
and without hassle, there would be no need for toll bridges to discourage 
driving! 
 
Montreal needs a workers’ party 
Corruption is ingrained in politics, and not only in municipal politics. But it 
does not begin with politics. The source of the disease is in the 
relationship between politicians and business. Corruption is a business 
transaction, nothing more. Politics is corrupt because business is corrupt. 
In the search for profit, every advantage must be pursued, and the line 



between Mafia practices and the practices of “respectable companies” is 
simple hypocrisy. SNC-Lavalin is not a Mafia business, but a multi-billion 
dollar company with operations across the world. Yet it has been 
implicated in corruption in the Montreal super hospital contract to the 
tune of $22-million in bribes. This is simply the cost of business. 
 
And the politicians are simply the political delegates of that capitalist 
class. One cannot represent a gang of thieves without being a thief. So the 
question is, again, what should Projet Montreal do? 
 
If it wishes merely to take power and “manage the city better”, it will be 
faced with the question, “Manage for whom?” The thieves are not just in 
city hall, they are in every company in Montreal, and they will come asking 
for an audience, for contracts, for their needs to be met. There are 
billions of dollars at stake. Can we honestly believe that a party can 
protect itself from this influence? 
 
There is only one way to break with the corruption, and that is to put forth 
a socialist program, a plan to achieve an immense rise in the standards of 
living of Montreal’s working class. To resist the influence of the corrupt 
capitalist class and their crony politicians, Projet Montreal must base itself 
on the workers and youth that made this city vibrant with banging pots and 
pans last year. This creative, energetic class can provide a left party the 
mass support it needs, in every neighbourhood, school, and workplace. It 
can take on the corrupt bosses and win. The student unions, the trade 
unions, and even Quebec solidaire and the NDP, should be drawn together 
with Projet Montreal in a united front to fight for a transformation of the 
city — an end to P6, free public transportation, massive expansion of social 
housing, and the expropriation of public property privatized through 
corruption. 
www.marxist.com 
 
This article was originally published in the French-language Marxist 
journal, La Riposte (Québec). 

 

Australia: The looming battle over roads 

 
 

 
 

Big business greed vs. community need 
Socialist Party, CWI Australia 24 October 2013 
 
In the past weeks we have seen numerous community pickets in Melbourne 
targeting the East-West tunnel and toll road (see our article here). The 
Socialist Party (CWI in Australia) has been playing a key role in these 
actions.  
 
Below we publish an editorial comment about the issue that will be 
published in the upcoming edition of ‘The Socialist’, the Socialist Party 
magazine.  
 
Since coming to power in September the Abbott government has made 
clear that a core part of its economic program is investment in road 
infrastructure. The Liberals mantra of “building roads for the 21st 
century” has been matched with an $11.5 billion roads program over the 
next four years.  
 
Despite public transport usage increasing by about 65% over the past 
decade, Abbott has not pledged even a single dollar to urban rail 



extensions or upgrades. Given that recent freeway projects like the Lane 
Cove and Cross City tunnels have gone broke, many people are rightly 
sceptical about the benefits of investing in roads over public transport.  
 
The truth is that the Liberals see themselves as the prime political 
representatives of the oil and road lobbies and the big transport and civil 
construction firms. They see investment in roads as a way to boost the 
profits of their financial backers as the mining sector slows.  
 
Key projects they want to fast track include WestConnex in Sydney, 
Gateway in Brisbane, the Bruce Highway in Queensland, the Pacific 
Highway in NSW and the East-West Link in Melbourne. The East-West Link 
in Melbourne has proven to be one of the most controversial.  
 
All credible planning experts have questions about the merits of the East-
West Link. Adding to people’s concerns is the fact that upwards of $8 
billion will be spent on the project without making the business case 
public. Given this tunnel would suck funds away from more socially useful 
projects many Victorians are angrily opposed.  
 
To add insult to injury hundreds of properties are set to be compulsorily 
acquired and there is a raft of other social and environmental concerns. In 
order to stifle opposition to the project new laws have been introduced 
reducing the need for community consultation and increasing the penalties 
for those who protest against the plans.  
 
Despite this residents in inner-city Melbourne have shown that they are not 
going to be bullied out of fighting for the interests of their communities. A 
campaign of flying community pickets was launched in late September 
targeting geotechnical test drilling sites along the proposed East-West 
tunnel route. In recent days companies that are part of the bidding process 
have also been targeted.  
 
These pickets were prepared for over time by an initiative by the Socialist 
Party called the ‘Pledge’. Our members in Melbourne spent months waging 
an argument for the community to engage in direct action against any 
works. Opponents of the tunnel were encouraged to sign the Pledge, which 
states:  
 
I pledge that I will not allow the state government to construct the 
proposed East-West road tunnel. I, along with other community members, 
will engage in peaceful but determined direct action – including 
community pickets – to ensure this unpopular, costly and environmentally 
devastating toll road and tunnel is never built. Instead of toll roads 
governments should be investing in improved and expanded public 
transport.  
 
So far over 1,000 people have signed the Pledge.  
 
This work of preparing those involved in the campaign against the tunnel, 
along with the broader community, for an escalation in tactics has been 
rewarded with widespread support for the community pickets.  
 
The pickets managed to hold up work on the project for a number of days 
in late September and early October. In the end the government gave up 
on drilling the last four holes in order to try and take the heat out of the 
campaign of opposition. This was a modest victory but shows that when 
people come together and mobilise against big business greed we can have 
an effect.  
 



As we go to press community picketers have targeted the construction 
giant John Holland – a firm that is wholly owned by Leighton Holdings. 
Leighton Holdings are one of the governments preferred contractors 
despite being embroiled in a widespread corruption scandal.  
 
Working hand in glove with the Liberals and the Victoria Police the 
Murdoch press has attempted to smear the Socialist Party and our National 
Organiser Anthony Main by running a front page article and two editorials 
in the Herald Sun labelling Anthony a ‘professional protester’ and ‘serial 
pest’.  
 
The Socialist Party takes these sorts of attacks from the corporate press as 
a badge of honour. It shows that we are having an effect. We understand 
that campaigns against big business road projects strike at the heart of 
Liberal Party policy. We will continue to fight for infrastructure projects 
that prioritise people’s needs and not profits.  
 
Far from being deterred we plan to put even more focus on the campaign 
against the East-West tunnel over the coming months. Our aim is to stop 
this disastrous project in its tracks. We urge all those serious about beating 
back the Liberal Party agenda to join us in this task.  
 
 
See on this link the article by the ’Herald Sun’, in which Socialist Party 
member Anthony Main is being described as a "serial pest protester".  

 

ICC: Does politics win over justice? 

 
 

 
 

Gino Vlavonou First Published in Pambazuka 22 October 2013 
 
The fact remains that African nations, which are now unhappy with the 
International Criminal Court, voluntarily accepted the ICC jurisdiction by 
ratifying the Rome Statute. And it is not true that the court is targeting Africa. 
But, yes, it has political weaknesses that need addressing 
 
As a result of years of diplomacy and pressure by human rights organisations, the 
jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court (ICC) finally came alive on 1 July 
2002. Created by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), the Court is a 
permanent institution that investigates and prosecutes the authors of serious 
crimes committed after the entry into force of the Rome Statute and within the 
scope of its jurisdiction, regardless of the official and hierarchical quality of the 
person charged. 
 
This article discusses the interactions between the political and the judicial 
aspects of the ICC, which is alleged to focus on crimes in Africa and ignore 
atrocities in other parts of the world. In addition, fearing the instrumentalisation 
of the Court for political purposes and the spread of complaints against their 
leaders or military personnel, some states such as the U.S., China and Russia 
refused to ratify the Rome Statute. Yet these countries are permanent members 
of the Security Council which has a power of referral and blocking of cases on 
the ICC, a power that opens a door to interference in the affairs of another 
state. So far the cases handled by the ICC show that the issue of the exploitation 
of international justice, for political reasons, is still a major weakness.  
 
Overall, it seems the Court’s actions in general and in Africa in particular are 
being hindered by political factors. With the recent vote by parliament to push 
withdrawal of Kenya from the Court, or the Sudanese president’s stalled 



prosecution (which country is not member of the Rome statute), the perception 
of the Court as a western instrument discriminately targeting Africans has been 
reinforced. In this context the African Union (AU) called an extraordinary session 
11-12 October 2013 to address an eventual massive pull-out from the ICC by the 
34 African member states [1]. But is it because other suspected criminals are not 
being prosecuted that the ICC should not look at African cases? Or is this a 
problem of impartiality? This article will present some of the ICC rules in order 
to re-focus the debate, discuss the supposed “Africanisation of the Court” and 
ways forward to bolster its action. 
 
ICC RULES 
To understand the perceived Africanisation of the Court, below are some quick 
procedures. To initiate a trial, the ICC can be moved into action by a State which 
has ratified the Rome Statute, the UNSC or by the prosecutor‘s office. However, 
under the principle of complementarity, States retain principally the 
responsibility to prosecute suspects for the most serious crimes in their own 
courts. The ICC has jurisdiction: 
 
• In case of failure or unwillingness of states. In addition, the Court may exercise 
its jurisdiction; 
• If the crime is committed in a State Party or a State which accepts the 
jurisdiction of the Court;  
• If the suspect is a national of a State Party to the ICC or of a State which 
accepts jurisdiction and 
• If the crimes were committed in circumstances endangering international 
peace and security. In the latter case, the Security Council may refer a case to 
the Court under Chapter VII of the UN Charter; 
• The Prosecutor may decide himself also to prosecute a case. 
 
The ICC Statute cedes to the Security Council a dual role: the power of referral, 
giving the Court increased competence in these cases, and the suspension of 
investigations and prosecutions that the Court could be carrying. The UNSC may 
only refer a matter to the Court in the context of Chapter VII of the UN Charter, 
that is to say when there is “determined existence of a threat against the peace, 
breach of the peace and acts of aggression”. This possibility of referral to the 
Court by the Council has two characteristics: the randomness of its 
implementation and expansion of powers of the Court to States non-party to the 
Treaty. But it is true that the referral by the UNSC expands the powers of the 
Court insofar as it gives it the opportunity to pursue States not part to the 
Treaty. Indeed, the other modes of referral to the ICC (the self referral by 
prosecutor of the Court or by a State Party) assume States are party to the 
Treaty. Through the power of the UNSC, the power of the Court is significant 
because it provides an opportunity to tackle serious crimes in countries within 
and outside the Rome Statute within the meaning of Chapter VII. 
 
Another serious point to look at in those rules is the self-referral power given to 
the prosecutor. That power could be used to target countries of choice, which is 
one of the reasons why powerful countries did not come on board. They feared 
the independence of a prosecutor who could almost single-handedly decide to 
open an investigation on the basis of politicised complaints. The U.S. was mostly 
of this opinion. But although the prosecutor can search, gather information and, 
if there is a reasonable basis to initiate an investigation, request for 
authorisation of investigation from the Pre-Trial Chamber together with any 
supporting material collected (article 15, Rome statute), the Pre-trial chamber 
has the power to authorise or reject an investigation. So the fear that the 
prosecutor could be the most powerful man on earth by prosecuting whomsoever 
they want is unjustified.  
 
It is worth recalling that according to Article 1 of the Rome Statute, the ICC is 
complementary to national criminal jurisdictions. It is true that the Court has 



universal jurisdiction but all of the domestic means must have been exhausted 
before referring a matter to the ICC. The jurisdiction of the Court could be 
activated in case of incapacity or unwillingness of a State to address the 
problem. Paragraph 2 of Article 17 of the Statute provides the basis on which the 
Court may determine the existence of this unwillingness. This could be the 
manifest purpose of shielding the person concerned from criminal responsibility 
for crimes within the jurisdiction of the Court or undue delay denying intent to 
bring the person concerned to justice, the lack of independence or impartiality. 
Regarding the inability of the State concerned, Paragraph 3 refers in particular 
to the collapse of the whole or a substantial part of the state judiciary system.  
 
As mentioned before, some permanent members of the UNSC have not ratified 
the Rome Statute but may refer a situation involving another State not party to 
the Statute while those members are themselves immune [2]. Nonetheless, the 
prosecutor still has to examine the admissibility of the case referred to them 
according to the principle of complementarity (like it has been done for the 
Sudanese case) and thus protect the Court from any political influence one would 
think. Therefore this establishes that, despite the influence of the UNSC, if the 
case referred to the Court by the latter is not eligible, it will not be processed.  
 
A TALE OF AFRICANISATION  
The ICC is competent for cases with a strong political component as 
demonstrated by the recent AU meeting calling for withdrawal of African states. 
As earlier mentioned, ICC will not prosecute cases when the State itself can do 
it. Moreover, out of the 18 cases currently handled by the ICC, 12 were initiated 
upon the request of countries concerned, while 6 were referred to by the UN 
Security Council [3].  
 
For example, Uganda, in 2003 requested that the ICC look into crimes committed 
by Joseph Kony and the Lord’s Resistance Army in Northern Uganda. Cote 
D’Ivoire, which did not ratify (but signed) the Statute, accepted the Court’s 
jurisdiction over war crimes committed during the 2011 civil war. Mali’s 
government in 2012 asked the court to investigate crimes committed during the 
armed conflict in northern Mali in 2012. So, whether African leaders want to 
acknowledge it or not, they invited the ICC into Africa. It is then hard to 
understand that feeling of African states who were the first to call in the ICC to 
prosecute cases. 
 
The office of the prosecutor has made public that it is examining at least eight 
situations on four continents, including Afghanistan, Colombia, the Comoros, 
Georgia, Guinea, Honduras and South Korea [4]. The situation in Kenya is the 
International Criminal Court’s (ICC) fifth investigation. On 31 March 2010, ICC 
Pre-Trial Chamber (PTC) II authorized the ICC prosecutor to open an 
investigation into crimes against humanity allegedly committed in Kenya in 
relation to the post-election violence of 2007-2008. It was the first time that the 
prosecutor used his “proprio motu” powers to initiate an investigation without 
first having received a referral from a state party or the UNSC [5].  
 
For instance, at the recent African Union summit held on May 26-27, the AU's 
Assembly adopted a decision requesting the ICC to refer back to Kenya its cases 
against Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta and Vice President William Ruto. But it 
is to be recalled that ICC came in because Kenya failed to put in place a special 
tribunal to prosecute the cases. In fact, The Waki [6] Commission recommended 
that a local tribunal investigate and prosecute those suspected of criminal 
conduct. The Kenyan parliament voted against such a tribunal [7]. Despite being 
given nearly 18 months to do so, Kenyan authorities declined to initiate any 
proceedings against the alleged perpetrators of the violence. Special envoy Kofi 
Annan then handed over a list of six suspects’ names to the ICC. 
 
Understanding the way the court works, it seems that there are other motives 



behind the discourse of victimisation of African states. As Simon Allison says, 
African leaders are interested in immunity [8] more than anything else. The 
argument of the Court only prosecuting Africans cannot be valid even if that is a 
fact. The presidents are just protecting themselves but it should not be 
forgotten that crimes were actually committed in the prosecuted cases.  
 
AN EFFICIENT AFRICAN COURT 
It is now established that African countries are no longer happy with the ICC 
even if they invited ICC in first place. But let us remember that the Court exists 
in the principle of complementarity of national jurisdictions and the Rome 
Statute has been ratified by 34 of the 54 African countries.  
 
It is important to think about the Court not in a way of having “negative 
complementarity”. Indeed, as Max Duplessis (2012) explains, negative 
complementarity can be understood as “an attempt to undermine the existing 
work of the ICC through a commitment to an alternative mechanism for 
dispensing international criminal justice but which stands no realistic chance of 
providing such justice” [9]. Then, the existence of an effective African Court of 
Justice and Human rights will help the African continent deal with its matters. In 
fact, there have been efforts to graft an international criminal chamber to the 
body of the African Court [10]. In February 2010, the AU Commission began a 
process to amend the protocol on the Statute of the African Court of Justice and 
Human Rights to expand this court’s jurisdiction to include international and 
transnational crimes. 
 
The resultant draft protocol adds criminal jurisdiction over the international 
crimes of genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity, as well as several 
other crimes such as terrorism, piracy and corruption. This is an ideal goal for 
the continent which could even fill the impunity gap in some states. Given the 
fact that only 34 states ratified the Rome statute, an African jurisdiction would 
have competence over the whole continent. This court would be able to fulfil its 
obligations and be independently financed so as to prosecute cases and bear the 
whole implied charges. Though an African court may even less solve than raise 
issues: effectiveness, fiscal implications, independence, impartiality and 
competence between that court and the ICC. Max Duplessis’ analysis shows for 
instance that the ICC’s budget is more than 14 times that of the African Court 
without a criminal component; and is just about double the entire budget of the 
AU [11]. So it is likely that many concerns exist about that African Court. 
 
WAY FORWARD  
There is no doubt that the ICC justice has a politicised nature and, as Phil Clark 
noted in an interview given to RFI, in some cases, the selective cooperation of 
some African governments to the ICC is the problem. There are three African 
governments (Côte d’Ivoire, Uganda and Congo) who used the Court against their 
opposition. Is it possible that the Court became a political tool used by some 
governments in Africa to attack opponents and protect their officers [12]? This 
dimension shows that the ICC is not just a western tool for dominating Africans. 
 
So the ICC should just pursue the crimes committed by rebels against a 
government but not those crimes committed by a government. The ICC falls into 
that political trap of being used to just prosecute rebels. Now the AU seems to 
protest every time it does not agree with the court. For instance, the AU’s 
decision not to cooperate with the ICC stems from the UN Security Council’s 
refusal to defer proceedings in Darfur for the period of one year [13], and now 
the AU is planning massive withdrawal from the court because of the Kenyan 
case. Following the recent AU extraordinary summit, there is the need to 
emphasise that African member states have been using that organisation as a 
shield not to collaborate fully with the court.  
 
In fact, on one hand State parties are obliged under the Rome Statute to 



cooperate fully with the ICC in its investigation and prosecution of crimes within 
the court’s jurisdiction. On the other, the AU’s Constitutive Act warns that the 
failure of a member state to comply with its decisions may result in sanctions. 
Hence, Kenya welcomed the President Bashir in 2010 for the country’s new 
constitution on the basis of respecting AU’s non-cooperation decision [14].  
 
By prosecuting perpetrators of crimes, as some states have all the means to do, 
they prevent the activation of the jurisdiction of the Court. Moreover, the 
prosecutor’s powers are limited by the need to submit an application for 
authorisation to investigate to the Pre-Trial Chamber. 
 
The Court needs to look at the right of veto of the permanent members of the 
UNSC which can be an obstacle to the referral procedure. Indeed, if one of the 
"Big Five" decides to protect a country where serious crimes are taking place, the 
veto could make any referral impossible as it is witnessed in Syria. The UNSC may 
decide to pass a resolution to freeze the activities of the Court for a period of 
twelve months, renewable. Cases may be suspended by the UNSC regardless of 
the methods of referral. In addition, to function fully and effectively, the Court 
depends on the willingness of states resulting in confidence in this institution, 
signature and ratification of the Convention.  
 
It is the Rome Statute itself that gives to the UNSC the power it has. According 
to Nabil Elaraby (2001), the general umbrella of the council will always go over 
the cases before the ICC [15] because the crimes falling under the court’s 
jurisdiction are serious crimes that threaten world peace and security, the area 
of jurisdiction of the UNSC under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. The 
independence of the Court will actually be guaranteed when its procedures will 
be free from the political influence of the Security Council, but also be aware of 
its political instrumentalisation by African governments. 
 
It should no longer be permitted to use the veto in Security Council on 
international crimes cases. Though UNSC members really cherish it, the power of 
the veto should be reduced concerning ICC cases. The case in Syria is not 
actually prosecuted because of the veto of Russia while human rights violations 
are being committed. And if the powerful states still fear the court action, they 
can still argue that their judicial system is still working and that they can take 
care of their own cases.  
 
With the growing perception of the court targeting Africa, it is important that 
the UNSC refers the Syrian case to the court as they did with Sudan. Sudan has 
not signed the Rome Treaty but President Bashir actually has an international 
warrant arrest on his head. 
 
In any case the Court should review its way of functioning because the 
international community is not ready yet to deal without that court. The only 
way politics seems to play over the judiciary is through the Security Council’s 
referral power.  
www.pambazuka.org 
 
Gino Vlavonou is Junior Fellow, Institute for Security Studies (ISS), Nairobi 
Office. 
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Spain: For a ‘hot autumn’ of militant struggle! 

 
 

 
 

Defend pensions - General strike now to bring down the government! 
Editorial from La Brecha, paper of Socialismo Revolucionario (CWI in Spain) 
17 October 2013 
 
Unfortunately, the last period of the class struggle in Spain has been 
marked by an absence of big united, generalized, mobilisations. As we 
have previously explained, the chief responsibility for this lies with the 
leaders of the state’s biggest trade unions. The main and most criminal 



consequence of their policy is that after six months during which the PP 
government has lost all credibility in popular consciousness with the 
’Barcenas case’ of corruption, the government incredibly seems to be 
holding on to power without great difficulty. We have also previously 
explained how a serious campaign of mobilisations six months ago could 
have brought it down relatively easily.  
 
The dead weight which these union leaderships represent for the workers’ 
movement is increasingly clear. They have had many opportunities to 
advance in the struggle but their defeatist industrial perspective and lack 
of a political perspective prevents them from acting. This has led to the 
development of mood that no big struggles are happening, but this does 
not match reality. There is a great contradiction between the attitudes of 
these leaders and the attitude shown by increasing sectors of the working 
class, who increasingly have to fight their own union leaders as well as 
austerity and the government.  
 
Despite the lack of big state-wide mobilisations, so far in 2013 (with the 
exception of the education strike on 9 May), the working class, as always, 
has struggled to find a path to express its anger and radicalisation. 
Workers have turned to the local, sectorial, and regional arenas with 
magnificent militancy, often improvising ways to overcome the passivity of 
union structures (such as mass workers’ assemblies and the creation of 
new broad fronts). Many of these struggles show a level of determination 
not seen previously in this crisis, which shows that the illusion that the 
level of struggle is "on the way down" is ultimately false. The best 
expression of this is the indefinite regional education workers’ strike in the 
Baleares region (Mallorca, Menorca, Ibiza, and Fomentera) which stayed 
solid for over three weeks. This saw the biggest mobilisations in the history 
of the region. This marvellous struggle could be a springboard for the class 
struggle throughout the state.  
 
Education sector - hotspot of the class struggle  
The education sector, in particular, is one of the hotspots of the class 
struggle over the next months, with the all-Spain strike taking place at the 
end of October - which could also have a big impact on the wider class 
struggle.  
 
But this is not an isolated example. There are many open conflicts in both 
the private and public sectors, and the weapon of the indefinite strike is 
now being more widely used than ever. These individual examples are an 
anticipation of the scale and intensity of the explosions of struggle which 
will arrive throughout the state.  
 
However, the struggle which must represent a turning point in the next 
months is that in defence of pensions. The new attack on pensions by the 
right wing Popular Party (PP) government is one of the most vicious since 
the beginning of the crisis. Its impact on the working class will be so 
generalised that the union leaders will not be able to prevent 
mobilisations, even if only to show that "they have tried" or to let off 
steam. The response of workers to these mobilisations, and the level of 
pressure exerted from below, will ultimately determine whether a new 
and necessary general strike will take place this autumn. To put the 
question of a general strike on the table again is essential, as a step in the 
launching of a sustained struggle to throw out this government.  
 
After the last three general strikes, workers are drawing their own 
conclusions. We must avoid being led up the hill and down again in a new 
merely symbolic mobilisation, organized on a defeatist basis, which gives 
way to another long period of demobilisation.  



 
General strike to transform the situation  
It has already been shown that a one day general strike merely to let off 
steam will not be sufficient to transform the situation. What is needed is a 
real plan of struggle, which intensifies as it continues in order to make this 
government - weakened by corruption, lack of popular support, internal 
tensions and the disaster of its economic policies - tremble and fall. A new 
general strike cannot be like those that have gone before. It must kick-
start a sustained plan of struggle with the short term aim of bringing down 
the government and ending its austerity policies.  
 
Amongst the union leadership there does not seem to be a will to take up 
such a plan of struggle, as the leaders’ approach of contained mobilisation 
followed by defeatist negotiation is being consolidated. Thus, while 
continuing to struggle to remove this leadership, the working class must 
take the initiative to design and fight for the necessary plan of struggle, 
obliging the leadership to change its position. Democratic assemblies and 
united committees of struggle must be established and proliferated, and 
coordinated, to begin such a process. The left organisations, trade union 
rank and file, and social movements have the key role to play in this 
struggle.  
 
We Demand:  
• Remove the pension reforms of [Spanish Prime Minister] Rajoy and 
[former PM] Zapatero! For decent pensions linked to inflation! For 
retirement at 60 to share out the work!  
 
• No to the new education law by the central government and new reforms 
by regional governments! Reverse all the cuts!  
 
• Call a 24-hour general strike as the first step in a sustained escalating 
struggle to bring down the government  
 
• For the fall of the government and the calling of new elections  
 
• For a united front of the left and social and workers’ movements to fight 
for an alternative workers’ government to free us from the capitalist crisis 
with socialist policies!  
www.socialistworld.net 

 

Fracking Booms, Workers Busted 

 
 

 
 

Jerry Silberman 17 october 2013 
 
Fracking is promoted by everyone from the CEO of Exxon to President 
Obama as the solution to climate change, economic growth, jobs, and 
energy independence. 
 
But a closer look at the facts suggests fracking is another Ponzi scheme. 
Booms always result in busts…and somehow, those who do best in the 
boom, like big banks, never get busted as badly as the workers who 
believed their promises. 
 
The fracking boom is subsidized with tax-dollar giveaways to some of the 
world’s biggest companies, like Exxon and Shell. Its impact on the public’s 
health led Pennsylvania nurses to take a stand. 
 



TOXIC FRACTURES 
The term “fracking” comes from fracturing—fracturing rock. To extract oil 
or natural gas, the rock, usually shale, is literally fractured by the 
injection of millions of gallons of water and toxic chemicals under 
enormous pressure. 
 
Up to 12,000 horsepower worth of diesel engines (think three locomotives) 
force the liquid down a well with enough pressure to create thousands of 
cracks in solid rock radiating from the well bore, up to a mile and a half 
from the site of the well. Gas or oil, released by the impact, flows through 
the fractures and up the well. 
 
Some of the water comes back up with the gas or oil, but most remains 
underground—at times carrying toxins along the fractures, or failures in 
the well casing, into drinking water aquifers. The fluid that comes back up 
contains all the toxins it went down with, and brings up additional harmful 
chemicals including radium, radon, and arsenic. 
 
This waste fluid has been banned from most sewage treatment plants, 
which are not capable of detoxifying it. Fracking companies dispose of it 
by evaporating it, or at times by intentionally spilling it onto roads. 
 
Fracking has come into use only in the last several years—because the 
reserves of oil and gas which can be pumped with less dangerous, less 
expensive technologies are so depleted. That’s why fracking is now 
economically viable. It won’t lower the cost of gas or oil. 
 
Fracked wells have a very short lifetime: individual wells are productive 
for only a few years, and entire fields for only several years. Compare this 
with conventional oil fields in Texas, which are still pumping, although 
more slowly, after 100 years. 
 
DRAIN ON LOCAL FUNDS 
Fracking provides almost no permanent jobs. The industry moves in with 
drill crews of mostly semi-skilled workers, hundreds of trucks, and noisy, 
smoky heavy equipment for a few years—then moves on. 
 
These non-union crews, mostly young men, follow the work from state to 
state. Often they are housed in trailers by the drilling companies: portable 
company towns. While hundreds of workers may be involved in the welling 
and fracking process and pipeline construction, long-term jobs monitoring 
completed wells are in single digits for an entire county.  
 
Local resources for housing, health care, and public safety are strained to 
the limit. Roads are pounded to gravel by the heavy trucks. The engines 
have no sound dampening equipment at all, and they go 24 hours a day. 
 
Increased traffic accidents, emergency room visits, drunk driving, and 
prostitution are documented accompaniments of the drilling crews. Even if 
the oil company tries to win public support by building a new school or a 
firehouse, the cost of maintaining infrastructure far exceeds revenue.  
 
These operations are exempt from most clean air and water laws, thanks 
to a federal loophole engineered by former Vice President Dick Cheney. 
They leave ground water depleted or permanently polluted, though this 
damage may not be visible for years.  
 
In Pennsylvania, thousands of acres of agricultural and forest land have 
been cleared—for well pads, access roads, and pipelines—and then 
poisoned. The forestry, agriculture, and tourism industries will take many 



decades to recover from the short-term boom. 
 
The “boom and bust” economic cycle of resource extraction is an old and 
familiar one. See ShaleBubble and FrackImpact for devastating analyses of 
the short- and long-term economic impacts of fracking. Wages in rural 
drilling counties remain below average, and permanent population may 
even drop. 
 
HUMAN COST 
The diseases documented in fracking areas include respiratory and 
neurological disorders that will last for generations. Emphysema, asthma, 
skin rashes, neurological degeneration, and many types of cancer are all 
documented “downwind” of fracking, along with kills of domestic livestock 
and wild animals after drinking contaminated water. 
 
While some landowners have indeed received large royalties from the gas 
and oil companies who have leased their land for drilling, others have 
found their homes uninhabitable and unsellable, preventing them from 
moving away from the disaster. Meanwhile, the gas and oil men move on 
to the next area to plunder. 
 
The public health hazards are what led the Pennsylvania Association of 
Staff Nurses and Allied Professionals to call on legislators for a moratorium 
on fracking and to participate in many rallies and public actions against it. 
In conjunction with the Massachusetts Nurses Association, we developed a 
continuing education program about the health risks of fracking, which 
nurses can take for credit toward renewal of their licenses. 
 
We have also spoken out on Pennsylvania’s gag rule, a law which prohibits 
medical providers from disclosing to individuals the poisons they have been 
exposed to by fracking. In order to get information from a company as to 
the chemicals used, to aid diagnosis, the medical provider must sign a 
“confidentiality” agreement not to share that information with the 
patient. 
 
The motivation for this law is quite simple: to discourage people from 
understanding the connection between fracking and their illnesses. 
 
Gas companies routinely pay families for acute illnesses or incidents of 
well poisoning—provided they agree to a complete gag order, so they can’t 
warn others of the risks. It’s a devil’s deal that many poor families, who 
can’t afford medical care or a new house, find almost impossible to 
refuse. 
 
Workers in the industry, overwhelmingly non-union, are constantly exposed 
to toxins—but the temporary nature of their work makes it unlikely they 
will be able to trace future illnesses back to particular employers. And the 
insulated nature of their work—they are expected to get any needed 
medical treatment only from company doctors—allows the industry to keep 
them under the radar of health and safety regulators. 
 
UNBRIDLED GREED 
Gas and oil from fracking are not cleaner than coal. They just pollute 
differently. 
 
Natural gas is methane. Methane is much more potent as a greenhouse gas 
than carbon dioxide. Substantial quantities are released into the 
atmosphere during fracking operations. 
 
Serious scientific analysis has shown that, in the life cycle use of fracked 



gas vs. coal, the net impact is about the same. The risk to our water 
supplies from fracking may be even worse than acid drainage from coal 
mines. 
 
This ruthless pursuit of more fossil fuels now, regardless of the cost to our 
future, is the essence of corporate immorality and greed. 
 
If we agree that our future depends on the quality of our lives, not on the 
quantity of gas we can burn—and if we are interested only in economic 
activity that enriches our lives, rather than depleting our resources—then 
we will take a stand against fracking. 
www.zcommunications.org 
 
Jerry Silberman is senior staff representative at the Pennsylvania 
Association of Staff Nurses and Allied Professionals.  

 

AU, Kenya and the International Criminal Court: Beyond Impunity 

 
 

 
 

Horace G. Campbell First Published in Pambazuka 15 October 2013 
 
The African Union should be working hard to ensure that there is no 
impunity in Africa. If Kenyatta and Ruto are innocent they should not be 
afraid to get their day in court. Any discussion at the AU about mass 
withdrawal from the ICC could be tantamount to self-delegitimization. 
 
This week many of the current political leaders of Africa will meet in Addis 
Ababa to discuss whether African states should withdraw en masse from 
the International Criminal Court because of the indictment of Kenyan 
President Uhuru Kenyatta and Vice President William Ruto. This meeting 
will be an extra-ordinary session of the African Union (AU) organized to 
deliberate on International Jurisdiction, Justice and the International 
Criminal Court (ICC). At issue is whether the ICC has discriminated against 
Africans and whether the case of the killings of over 1,100 persons in 2008 
and the displacement of over half a million should be a matter of 
international criminal law.  
 
To ensure that the original reasons for the case before the ICC are not 
forgotten, it is urgent that the Assembly of the African Union remembers 
its mandate and foundational doctrine of non-indifference embedded in 
Article 4(h) of the Constitutive Act of the AU, mandating the continental 
body to ‘intervene … in respect of grave circumstances, namely: war 
crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity.’ As such, I am arguing that 
the special session of the AU has far more serious priorities. If Uhuru 
Kenyatta and William Ruto are innocent, then they can have their day in 
court and their exoneration before an international criminal court can only 
convey greater political legitimacy to them. 
 
As already stated, one aim of the African Union when it was formed was to 
ensure that there was no impunity for those who committed crimes against 
humanity in Africa. If indeed, it is the position of the African peoples that 
the ICC has discriminated against Africans, then the most urgent matter 
before this upcoming Assembly is for Africans to build regional and 
national mechanisms to bring those who commit crimes against humanity 
to justice. Unless the Assembly can demonstrably guarantee the African 
peoples that the AU has genuine political will and capacity to thoroughly 
enforce article 4(h) of the Constitutive Act, to stem the criminal activities 
of desperate and selfish political leaders in Africa, any discussion about 



mass withdrawal from the ICC could be tantamount to self-
delegitimization.  
 
In the past month there has been considerable sympathy for the peoples of 
Kenya in the aftermath of the bombings at the Westgate Mall in Nairobi. 
While decent human beings everywhere continue to mourn with Kenyans, 
it should be remembered that leaders such as Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, 
Paul Kagame of Rwanda and President Isaias Afewerki of Eritrea (the three 
pressing the case for this special session) do not have the political 
legitimacy to demand that the African Union withdraw en masse from the 
ICC. 
 
THE ROAD TO ICC AND THE CASE BEFORE THE COURT 
The referral of the 2007-2008 Kenyan post-election violence case to the 
ICC came, not from imperialists, but from the Panel of Eminent African 
Personalities established by the African Union — with Kofi Annan as chair 
and Benjamin Mkapa, former president of Tanzania and Graca Machel, 
former South African first lady as members.  
 
The ICC charges alleged that Mr. Kenyatta and Mr. Ruto helped to fuel the 
violence that followed the 2007 elections. Both men have declared that 
they are innocent. 
 
In the heat of this post-election struggle, imperial states such as the 
United States and Britain wanted the matter to be put aside so that 
international business could continue to thrive in Kenya. Condoleezza Rice, 
then the Secretary of State for the United States flew to Kenya to ensure 
that western interests were given priority. The US Assistant Secretary of 
State for Africa, Dr. Jendayi Frazer, represented Kenya as a base for the 
global war against terror and did not countenance any discussion about 
whether the election results represented the will of the people.  
 
It was the Panel of Eminent African Personalities that was formally 
mandated by the AU on 29 January, 2008 to mediate between President 
Kibaki’s Party of National Unity (PNU) and Mr. Odinga’s Orange Democratic 
Movement (ODM); the panel was charged with finding a peaceful solution 
to the crisis. One important outcome of the Panel’s work was the referral 
of the cases of those behind the violence to the ICC. There had been a 
demand for the local courts in Kenya to investigate the authors of the 
crimes but six years after this violence only the homicide of 19 persons has 
been brought before the Kenyan judiciary.  
 
SELF-TRIANGULATION AND SELF-DELEGITIMIZATION? 
In May 2013, Africa celebrated fifty years of unity. While the plan of the 
Assembly of the AU was to prioritize the next fifty years (Africa 2063) 
during the deliberations, the agenda of the meeting was hijacked by the 
energetic efforts of the political leadership of Kenya and their allies to 
discuss the matter of the cases of Uhuru Kenyatta and William Ruto before 
the ICC. Yoweri Museveni of Uganda had been as aggressive as the Kenyan 
leadership in placing the matter of the ICC before the Assembly of the 
African Union. At the end of the 25 May summit, AU chairman, Ethiopia’s 
Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn charged that 99 per cent of those 
indicted by the ICC are from Africa, which left the body in no doubt that 
the international court’s prosecutors were intentionally targeting Africans. 
Hailemariam Desalegn stated that: ‘The African leaders have to come to a 
consensus that the process the ICC is conducting in Africa has a flaw. The 
intention was to avoid any kind of impunity, but now the process has 
degenerated into some kind of race hunting. We object to that.’ 
 
The debate on the ICC intensified within the corridors of power in Africa 



with those opposed to the ICC trials couching their opposition in anti-
imperial discourse. The AU’s Final Decision and the Summit proceedings 
reflected the line of the conservative media in Kenya. As noted by one 
analyst, the Kenyan conservative media view adopted in AU’s Final 
Decision and Summit proceedings holds that: ‘The ICC is a tool of Western 
powers that targets and discriminates against the continent; undermines 
African efforts to solve its problems, especially finding peace and 
reconciliation in post-conflict situations; and is shot through with double-
standards, focusing its firepower only on African countries such as Sudan, 
Kenya and Libya but not on Iraq or the Gaza.’  
 
Both Yoweri Museveni and Hailemariam Desalegn carried the same 
arguments to the General Assembly of the United Nations in September 
when they lobbied for the UN Security Council to call on the ICC to drop 
the case.  
 
It is clear that in the present diplomatic overtures to drop the case before 
the ICC – against Kenyatta and Ruto – there are many who have forgotten 
the origins and enormity of the case and seemingly ignored the fact that 
its referral to the ICC was made by a panel of Africans mandated by the AU 
and acting in tandem with the non-indifference doctrine of AU’s founding 
document. Against this backdrop, the AU could be projecting a posture of 
confusion, self-triangulation and self-delegitimization if it allows its 
platform to be used for mass withdrawal from the Court by some African 
leaders, without first investing in workable structures that can impartially 
and decisively bring to justice powerful perpetrators of crimes against 
humanity on the continent.  
 
WHAT ABOUT WESTGATE? 
It was in the middle of the intense diplomatic activities by Yoweri 
Museveni who was campaigning for Kenya to boycott the ICC when the 
Westgate bombings took place on 21 September, 2013. International 
sympathy for the Kenyan people and leaders heightened until it was 
revealed by the country’s media that the Kenyan intelligence and military 
had forewarnings of the bombing. This information created even more 
disquiet as there were now questions from far and wide about the nature 
of the bombings. 
 
While mourning, concerned Kenyan citizens are now posing important 
questions: why did it take so long for the Kenyan military and security 
forces to respond to the attack? Why was it that select persons were 
warned to stay away from the mall on that particular day? 
 
Koigi Wamwere a long time activist from the peace and justice wing of the 
Kenyan society stated in an op ed that ‘Someone Should Take Political 
Responsibility For Westgate.’ Wamwere wrote: ‘Amazingly, instead of 
accepting blame and responsibility for this tragedy, President Uhuru, 
Deputy President Ruto and their government are positioning themselves to 
reap political capital and professional gain from their own failure.’ 
 
REAPING POLITICAL CAPITAL FROM THE WESTGATE BOMBING 
If the current leaders of Kenya are not seeking to reap political capital 
from this tragedy, then they should join with the rest of Africa in calling 
for the cancellation of the AU Special Session to discuss the case before 
the ICC. Presently, the situation in Kenya is too delicate for the matters of 
killings, bombings and extra judicial violence to be brushed aside. Last 
week, a Muslim cleric Ibrahim ‘Rogo’ Omar and three other people were 
shot dead in Mombasa as they drove home on the night of 3 October 2013 
after preaching. The next day, after prayers there were eruptions in 
Mombasa as the passions over the killings spilled out into the streets. Four 



people were killed in Mombasa during clashes between police and those 
angered at the killing of a Muslim cleric. Seven people have also been 
wounded during the disturbances, while a church was set alight. 
 
One other Muslim cleric rightly called for an end to the extrajudicial 
killings on the streets of Kenya. Abubaker Shariff Ahmed, known as 
Makaburi, said the police were behind the killings of Mr. Omar and the 
others. ‘They should tell us the truth about Westgate, not kill innocent 
Muslims in Mombasa,’ he told reporters at the scene of the wrecked car. 
 
It was in the midst of this instability in Kenya where both Richard Dowden 
of the Royal Africa Society of the United Kingdom and Jendayi Frazer 
(former US Assistant Secretary of State for Africa) waded into the debate 
about Kenya and the ICC. 
 
Dowden in his article, ‘Kenya after Westgate: more trouble ahead,’ 
pointed out that there was more trouble ahead for Kenya and that the 
west should rally behind the political leaders of Kenya. Without a whisper 
of the machinations of the British government in Somalia and the efforts to 
corner the contracts for the exploration of oil, Dowden warned that, there 
would be ‘more attacks like Westgate in Africa, spreading to countries on 
the southern border of the Sahara.’ He concluded by saying that the attack 
on the Westgate Mall was the beginning of the end of the International 
Criminal Court and the case against Uhuru Kenyatta. ‘Western 
governments will need a stable strong government in Kenya. There is no 
way the West is going to allow President Kenyatta, who has shown good 
leadership qualities during the crisis (and his vice-president William Ruto), 
to spend months at a trial in The Hague and then go to jail,’ says Dowden. 
 
Jendayi Frazer who had worked closely with Condoleezza Rice to ensure 
that Mwai Kibaki remained President in 2008 has also written that the west 
now needs Kenya as a partner in the fight against terror. Writing in the 
pro-government newspaper in Kenya, the ‘Daily Nation’, Jendayi Frazer 
argued that ‘Attack will draw West, Kenya closer.’ The key points of her 
argument were that: 
 
‘It is now time for the West to fully embrace Kenya’s new democratically 
elected government and respect its institutions. …’  
 
‘Put more plainly, the ICC cases against President Kenyatta and Deputy 
President Ruto have become a distraction reflected clearly by the need to 
suspend Mr Ruto’s trial for a week to allow his return home to attend to 
the Westgate crisis.’ 
 
THE TURN OF THE AFRICAN UNION 
Jendayi Frazer represented the Conservative Republican Administration as 
a diplomat. It is here questionable that the very conservative wing of the 
US political establishment is now coming to the defense of Kenyatta and 
Ruto. The United States is not a signatory to the Rome statutes yet, the 
conservatives are calling for Africans to forget the crimes committed in 
January 2008 in order for Kenyatta and Ruto to focus on the Global War 
against Terror. 
 
The defense of Kenyatta and Ruto by Frazer and Dowden has complicated 
the two Kenyan leaders’ strategy of presenting themselves as anti-
imperialists. When the African Union meets this week to discuss the case 
for mass withdrawal, African leaders should bear in mind that it was the 
activism of the Caribbean and African states that brought the ICC into 
fruition. It will be important for the AU to join with the Kenyans to support 
the Commission of Inquiry into the Westgate bombings. 



 
I share the opinion of Pan Africanists who believe that if Kenyatta and Ruto 
are innocent they should not be afraid to get their day in court. 
 
The African Union should be working hard to ensure that there is no 
impunity in Africa. Other organs such as the African Parliament and the 
Economic, Social and Cultural Council of the African Union (ECOSOCC) 
need to engage this discussion about impunity in Africa. 
www.pambazuka.org 
 
Horace G .Campbell, a veteran Pan Africanist is a Visiting Professor in the 
School of International Relations, Tsinghua University, Beijing. He is the 
author of ‘Global NATO and the Catastrophic Failure in Libya: Lessons for 
Africa in the Forging of African Unity,’ Monthly Review Press, New York 
2013 
 
THE VIEWS OF THE ABOVE ARTICLE ARE THOSE OF THE AUTHOR/S AND DO 
NOT NECESSARILY REFLECT THE VIEWS OF THE PAMBAZUKA NEWS 
EDITORIAL TEAM 

BROUGHT TO YOU BY PAMBAZUKA NEWS 
 
 
Please do not take Pambazuka for granted! Become a Friend of 
Pambazuka and make a donation NOW to help keep Pambazuka FREE and 
INDEPENDENT! 
 
Please send comments to editor@pambazuka.org or comment online at 
Pambazuka News. 

 

Pakistan: Economic Terrorism  

 
 

 
 

Lal Khan 14 October 2013  
 
As if there were not already excruciating misery for the working classes in 
Pakistan, the massive rise in electricity tariffs and the prices of petroleum 
products will wreak havoc on an already impoverished populace of this 
tragic country. 
 
This tyrannous attack lays bare the callous and brutal character of the 
ruling classes and the current Sharif government. The victims of the 
natural disasters, from the havoc of the floods to the catastrophic 
earthquake in Baluchistan in which almost a thousand perished, belong to 
the oppressed classes. The scourge of fundamentalist terrorism also 
devastates predominantly the poor and the deprived. The victims of state 
repression and those convicted by the law are also those who cannot 
afford to buy justice and don’t have a social status that provides 
connections with the bureaucracy, unlike those from the moneyed classes 
who end up getting off scot free for some of the most heinous crimes due 
to their capacity to buy off state officials. 
 
This unending list of the miseries and agonies for ordinary folk does not 
end here. Their repression and exploitation is being intensified by every 
new regime with a remorseless avalanche of social and economic attacks. 
The recent exorbitant and vicious price rises are a continuation of the 
brutal acts of economic terrorism practiced in this country for generations. 
This terrorism was already pulverising the lives of the sorrowful 



inhabitants of the land long before fundamentalist terror and the turmoil 
of mafia warfare came into the limelight. After sixty six years of so -called 
independence the conditions of the people of Pakistan have continuously 
worsened. But in the last few decades the dim flame of hope for a better 
future amongst the masses has flickered and been extinguished. 
 
The social and economic conditions of the masses are harrowing. Eighty 
two per cent of the population has to resort to non-scientific medication. 
Forty four per cent of the children being born have stunted growth. Almost 
half a million mothers die every year due to obstetric complications and a 
lack of health facilities. More than half the children, mostly girls, do not 
get to go to school. The oppression of women and their social harassment 
and suffocation is at its worst. The oppressed nationalities are being 
subjected to state terrorism. The poor peasants are in chains and the 
odious bonded labour is in practice in blatant defiance of the laws and 
regulations. Unemployment is rising by more than a million annually. And 
if these statistics were not enough, the latest UN report on care for the 
elderly places Pakistan last in the world. 
 
The incumbent regime of the Muslim League came into power not as a ray 
of hope but due to the despair of the masses and the extreme 
disillusionment with the previous PPP led coalition regime. The PML on the 
other hand is the traditional party of the Pakistani ruling classes. Hence, it 
is no surprise it is a regime of the rich for the rich and by the rich. 
 
The same is true for the bourgeois democracy as this is a useful tool to 
continue to inflict economic disasters upon the masses. None other than 
Allama Sir Mohammed Iqbal highlighted the fact that the Muslim league 
represented the interests of the reactionary elite. Probably in his last 
letter to Mohammad Ali Jinnah almost a year before his death, Iqbal 
astutely pointed out the real class character of the Muslim league. In this 
letter dated 28th of May 1937 he wrote, “The (Muslim) League will have to 
finally decide whether it will remain a body of representing the upper 
classes of Indian Muslims or the Muslim masses, who so far, with good 
reason, have taken no interest in it. Personally, I believe that a political 
organisation, which gives no promise of improving the lot of the ordinary 
Muslims, cannot attract our masses. Under the new constitution the higher 
posts go to the sons of the upper classes; the smaller ones go to the 
friends or relatives of the Ministers. Our political institutions have never 
thought of improving the lot of the Muslims generally.” 
 
Ever sine the inception of Pakistan, Iqbal’s analysis has become ever more 
true. Even the military dictators adorned the Muslim League Shirwani to 
attain a civilian garb for their despotic regimes. The present regime and 
its predecessors are inflicting these tyrannous measures not because they 
are sadistic (which is true) but are compelled by the necessities of the 
system that they represent and benefit from. The ruling classes have 
miserably failed to build a modern industrialised Pakistan. Rather the 
uneven and combined patterns of development have led to an overall 
deterioration in the situation and this crisis is woven into the rotting social 
fabric of this country. 
 
They, the ruling classes, cannot survive financially and politically if they 
don’t evade taxes, steal electricity and plunder the state. Their very 
existence has deep roots in the morass of corruption. The shutdown of the 
US government, the lingering slump in Europe and Japan and the crash of 
the growth rates of Brazil, India, China and the other so- called emerging 
economies, expose the organic and acute crisis of capitalism on a world 
scale. Pakistani capitalism has never had any healthy growth in its history. 
It is a story of the obstinate deterioration and decay of society. A malaise 



has set in and the intensification of this crisis gives rise to chauvinism, 
bigotry, religious terror and fanaticism and other evils that are eroding 
human existence in this society. 
 
The masses are being chastised to perpetuate the rule of a system that has 
become historically obsolete and economically redundant. But the buck is 
not going to stop here. The only prospects are of a further aggravation of 
this crisis and that means more attacks and the pillaging of the oppressed 
classes as they will be burdened more and more with spiralling domestic 
and external debts, a rapidly depreciating currency and colossal deficits. 
The question is for how long and to what extent the masses are going to 
tolerate and endure this rancorous coercion. Leaders soaked in parasitic 
capitalism dominate the present political arena. The ex-lefts capitulated 
decades ago. 
 
Does this mean that this society is destined to the fate of barbarism, the 
elements of which are already dangerously obtrusive and palpable? The 
only resistance against such an Armageddon will have to come from the 
working classes however atomised these may be at the present moment in 
time. Once the proletariat enters the arena of history, it will also then be 
able to carve out the party and the leadership necessary to transform 
society. 
www.marxist.com 

 

Government Above the People 

 
 

 
 

Sarah Kendzior 14 October 2013 
 
On October 11, 2013, ten days after the government of the United States 
shut down, leaving hundreds of thousands of federal workers without pay, 
Republican Congressman Steve Pearce left a message on his Facebook 
page.  
 
"If you are a furloughed government employee, we encourage you to reach 
out to your financial institution as soon as you worry you may miss a pay 
cheque," he wrote. "Financial institutions often offer short-term loans and 
other resources. Don't wait until you are behind on a bill; call now and 
explore your options." 
 
Steve Pearce is a multimillionaire. He has an estimated worth of $8m, 
which makes him only the 46th richest member of Congress. His 
constituents, in New Mexico, are among the poorest in the country. Over 
22 percent of the people he represents live in poverty, including one-third 
of children. Pearce has voted to deny them food assistance. Many in his 
district make less than $19,000 per year, which is how much taxpayer 
money Pearce once spent on a plane ticket.  
 
Steve Pearce is not unique. He is not unique in America, where the 
majority of elected officials are far wealthier than the average American, 
and he is not unique in the world. The 70 richest members of China's 
Congress are worth a combined $89.8bn while the average Chinese makes 
$2,425 per year. In Russia, where 110 people own 35 percent of the 
country's wealth, parliament is staffed by billionaires while millions suffer 
in poverty. 
 
As the global employment crisis worsens and income inequality reaches 
record highs, it becomes difficult to find a government that does not fit 



this model: a government not by and for the people, but above the people, 
oblivious and apathetic to their concerns.  
 
Again, this is not unique, nor is it new. Governments above the people are 
how most systems of rule functioned throughout human history. They are 
frequently abetted by state censorship which prevents the suffering of 
citizens from being publicly addressed.  
 
This is not the case in the United States. As we hurtle toward the deadline 
on the debt ceiling – which economists say will cause a global catastrophe 
if not raised – Americans openly discuss their country's woes. 95 percent of 
Americans disapprove of Congress. 60 percent would vote out everyone if 
they could.  
 
Victims of the government shutdown circulate their stories on social 
media. We read them, we share them, we empathise. We watch as worst-
case scenarios – the jobless recovery, the sequester, the shutdown – 
become accepted as normal. We have a public conversation that feels 
private because few in power bother to listen. 
 
Join the back of the line 
The day after a millionaire congressman told employed, unpaid federal 
workers to take out high-risk short-term loans, millions of American 
families found themselves unable to buy food.  
 
The Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) system allows welfare recipients to 
purchase groceries using a payment card. Most Americans who use EBT are 
families with children, the elderly, or the disabled. Many are military 
veterans or spouses of soldiers on duty. Over 40 percent of households 
receiving welfare include a person who has a job, but is not paid enough to 
provide for the family. Roughly half of babies born in America receive 
assistance from the Women, Infants and Children program (WIC). Most 
welfare recipients are white. 
 
At around 11:00 am, the EBT system stopped working in seventeen states. 
No one knew why or how long it would last. Panicked reports came in 
about mothers who could not feed their children, which were responded to 
with vile and racist rhetoric. "I hope some n*****s do riot over EBT," read a 
typical tweet. "I've always wanted to put a bullet through a c**n!" 
 
Contrary to right-wing reports, no one rioted over EBT, just as no one 
rioted over the Trayvon Martin verdict or dozens of other atrocities 
inflicted on minorities and the poor. Instead they wept and waited. The 
elimination of EBT felt like a plausible shutdown casualty, one of the many 
necessities deemed non-essential by the people who never needed them.  
 
The breakdown went on for nearly twelve hours until Xerox, the 
corporation contracted to provide IT to the EBT system, restored service. 
It was the kind of crisis that one expects the government to solve – until 
one remembers the government is not operating.  
 
It was the kind of crisis one expects the media to cover – until one 
remembers how removed our national media, whose journalists are 
expected to live off family wealth while working unpaid, are from the 45 
percent of American families whose children cannot eat without WIC.  
 
A crisis you have to explain is a crisis is the most dangerous kind. Suffering 
made rote becomes rationalised, its urgency but an echo to those who cry. 
Poverty is a crisis of the mainstream redefined as a crisis of the margins, in 
a country where marginalisation has gone mainstream.  



 
Need mistaken for desire 
The debate on welfare is structured around what people "deserve". Critics 
of welfare argue that no one "deserves" assistance from the state. This is 
true. No one deserves to live in a country where wages are so low that 
working families cannot feed their children without government aid. No 
one deserves to have the accreditation requirements for well-paid 
employment cost more than the average household income. No one 
deserves to be denied food -- period. 
 
Welfare is need mistaken for desire. Wealth is desire mistaken for worth. 
Everyone in America is cashing in benefits, be it welfare checks or the 
credentials purchased with privilege. 
 
It is hard to say most people "deserve" what they get. But some forms of 
exchange are more acceptable than others. 
 
Critics fault the poor for their dependence, telling them to get a job or get 
an education, when jobs for the educated have disappeared. They tell 
them to work hard and climb the career ladder, neglecting to mention that 
it terminates at a locked door opened with a golden key. 
 
Adam Smith famously proclaimed that the rich are "led by an invisible hand 
to make nearly the same distribution of the necessaries of life, which 
would have been made, had the earth been divided into equal portions 
among all its inhabitants, and thus without intending it, without knowing 
it, advance the interest of the society." 
 
Today the invisible hand is not invisible because we cannot see it. It is 
because it is not there.  
 
One does not have to reject capitalism to reject the corruption that has 
decimated the global economy, or the venality that prompts a crowd to 
cheer when the children of the poor go hungry.  
 
We live in a time of noblesse oblige without the oblige -- wealth disguised 
as merit and merit as a pretext for malice. Nobility dodges, nobility 
punishes. Nobility pretends it is not nobility, and tells us to take out short-
term loans. 
 
A government above the people is built on purchased power. A government 
above the people rules by default – a default that, this week, may become 
literal. This is why so many Americans shun the safety net. We fear the 
indifference of those who hold it when we fall. 
www.zcommunications.org 
 
Sarah Kendzior is a St Louis-based writer who studies politics and media. 

 

SA Needs a New Kind of Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment 

 
 

 
 

Dale T. McKinley 8 October 2013  
 
Given the just-concluded Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment 
(BBBEE ) Summit, it is a good time to take a critical look at this flag-bearer 
of government’s approach to post-apartheid racial and economic 
‘transformation’. It is not a flattering picture.  
 



To start with, the entire edifice of BBBEE is based on the notion of 
‘transformation’ being realised through the gradual expansion of private 
involvement and ownership of business (whether that is through share 
schemes, deal swops, joint ventures, partial buy-outs, setting up of 
individual small businesses etc.). By necessity then, this approach can 
never result in broad-based empowerment precisely because those that 
‘qualify’ or who have the requisite connections to get in the door are a 
small minority of blacks. 
 
New changes to the BBBEE policy (e.g. a new Commissioner, revised codes 
etc.) will, it is argued, prevent much of the ‘fronting’ that has been widely 
practiced wherein existing and/or new companies and entities claim black 
ownership and/or beneficiaries but have none or very little. However, the 
real issue is not whether actual and potential recipients are BBBEE policy 
‘pure’ but whether the whole programme is itself a massive exercise in 
‘fronting’? 
 
Whether it is politically-connected corporate capitalists, union investment 
companies or just individual local businesspersons/entities (SMMEs), the 
bottom line is that the pool of possible BBBEE beneficiaries is limited to 
those who already either have the means and capital and/or those who are 
eligible simply because of their political and socio-economic positionality 
and connections.  
Further, the trumpeting of the growth of the black middle class since 1994 
tends to completely ignore or underestimate the degree to which that 
growth (for a majority of that middle class) has been and remains 
dependent on, easy credit as well as expansion of the government’s 
bureaucracy and subsequent spending patterns .  
 
As such, one of the key pillars underpinning the socio-economic base of 
BBBEE represents not a transformation of wealth and ownership in the 
South African economy but rather a double-dependency; on ever-
increasing government spending and employee growth as well as on the 
vagaries of capitalist financial/credit markets. 
 
On both counts, both past and present evidence is quite clear in 
confirming that neither is a sound basis for social and economic 
transformation that benefits the majority of a population (i.e. the poor 
and working class). Indeed, given the extreme volatility of contemporary 
(capitalist) finance flows, investment and credit markets there is every 
reason to believe that the intensified pursuit of the present BBBEE 
programme will result not only in a failure to meaningfully redistribute 
wealth and opportunity for the majority but simply catalyse already highly 
unequal levels of concentration of ownership within the black population. 
 
Tied to the above is the reality that until and unless there is a sea-change 
in exposing, combatting and pulling out the ever-expanding weeds of 
corruption, incompetence, greed and mismanagement that blight both the 
public and private sectors, any BBBEE programme will simply end up 
reproducing its existing and largely elitist, anti-development character. 
Government can cite all the statistics it wants to purportedly showcase the 
achievements of BBBEE but these mean very little unless they are 
accompanied by empirical evidence to show how it has transformed the 
lives of the poor majority in a mining community, in a rural farming village 
or in an urban informal settlement. 
 
Anyone - other than those born with a silver spoon in their mouths - who 
has (either successfully or not) started up any kind of service/enterprise 
will tell you that it is virtually impossible to get out of the starting block 
without access to capital. Ergo - a fundamental problem with BBBEE is that 



capital is simply unavailable for the vast majority of the ‘previously 
disadvantaged’.  
 
The present reality is that this majority is thus forced to wait in the 
government’s interminable ‘capital queue’ (like the same for a RDP 
house), try and get something out of the donor sector and/or get in with 
those lucky few who are politically connected or who have existing pools 
of start-up capital. None of these options has delivered. Alternatively, it is 
the government which has the largest pool of available/liquid capital; the 
question is how does it use/spend it in order to deliver on the country’s 
core developmental priorities, one of which is for the majority to be 
productively engaged? 
 
It is not so much about government itself creating jobs, although it should 
do so in direct proportion to what is required to effectively manage and 
deliver quality public services and goods. It is also not about party political 
and patronage dominated use of government tenders to act as the vehicle 
for ‘empowering’ select black capitalists and a few ‘lucky’ smaller 
entrepreneurs. And, it is even less about private corporations and big 
capitalists creating jobs – something that is merely an occasional, 
exploitative and reversible by-product of their endless pursuit of profit 
maximisation by whatever means necessary. 
 
It is centrally about making use of people’s capital (for that is what capital 
controlled by government in a democracy is) in a way that provides the 
base foundation for people themselves to become the owners/drivers of 
socially and economically productive capital. This would further apply to 
capital that belongs to organised workers in the form of pension funds and 
union investment companies. Capital for collective industrial enterprises, 
for urban and rural cooperatives, for public-public works infrastructural 
and service projects, for community-managed and driven education and 
skills programmes … and the list could go on. 
 
In other words, BBBEE must become a vehicle for strategic, non-capitalist 
and productive (social and economic) investment of capital. It is this kind 
of investment that can be truly transformative because it is aimed at 
changing the heart of existing patterns of ownership as well as control and 
management of capital itself. In simple terms the pursuit of a programme 
for catalysing the socialisation of capital - i.e., for creating a system of 
dual power. Such an approach opens up the possibility for the ‘broad’ 
majority to fundamentally alter the way in which capital is produced (a 
productive/ownership challenge) as well as the way in which capital is 
circulated (a distributive challenge). As a favourite alter-capitalist 
globalisation activity slogan says – ‘this is what democracy looks like!”  
 
The present BBBEE programme on the other hand, is predominately aimed 
at creating more black capitalists/industrialists, at changing the colour of 
some of those occupying the seats at the bosses table whilst the people 
who actually need to be ’empowered’ - the broad, black majority - 
scramble for the crumbs. All the latest changes to the BBBEE codes and 
processes do, is to better ensure that those occupying the newly acquired 
seats sit in them for longer and slightly amplify the amount of crumbs 
falling from the table. 
 
What is actually required is the creation of an entirely new table and 
accompanying seats. It will certainly take a long time and much effort to 
build, to overcome inherited challenges and to sustain; but if South Africa 
is serious about social and economic transformation then there is little 
choice. The time-bomb of poverty, inequality and exclusion is ticking. 
sacsis.org.za 



 
Dr. McKinley is an independent writer, researcher and lecturer as well as 
political activist.  

 

US: A graphic picture of decline 

 
 

 
 

New book charts economic, social and political decay of America 
Peter Taaffe, from Socialism Today, monthly magazine of the Socialist 
Party (England & Wales) 9 October 2013 
 
“No one can say when the unwinding began – when the coil that held 
Americans together in its secure and sometimes stifling grip first gave way. 
Like any great change, the unwinding began at countless times, in 
countless ways – and at some moment the country, always the same 
country, crossed a line of history and became irretrievably different”.  
 
So begins George Packer in this tremendous book, The Unwinding, which 
paints a devastating picture of US capitalism in decline. Similar to Packer, 
Karl Marx described the collapse of the Spanish Empire as a “slow and 
inglorious decay”. The difference is that Spain’s decline took place over 
centuries, whereas the astonishing collapse of the US – still, nevertheless, 
the strongest capitalist power on the planet – has been compressed into 50 
or 60 years!  
 
The author uses the same method deployed by John Dos Passos in his great 
book ‘USA’ to intersperse the stories of individuals – from the rotten 
summits of capitalism to those that are kept in the dirt by this system – 
with topical newspaper and media headlines to chart the economic, social 
and political collapse of the US today. The difference is the timeframe in 
which these books were written. Dos Passos’ book was written against the 
background of the Russian revolution and its mighty impact even on the 
USA – summed up, particularly in the chapter titled 1919. George Packer’s 
book, both on an individual and a general level, describes the effects of a 
social, economic and to some extent, cultural counter-revolution through 
neoliberalism with its outright assault on the living standards of the US 
working class.  
 
Packer laments what he calls “the Roosevelt republic that had reigned for 
almost half a century [as it] came undone”. He claims: “The void was 
filled by the default force in American life, organised money”. But the 
money kings – the capitalist class – have always been in control, even 
under Roosevelt. One of the differences was that Roosevelt, on occasions, 
stood up to his own class, sometimes provoking their furious hatred by 
carrying out measures, which they opposed but were nevertheless in their 
long-term interests.  
 
In the last 50 years most presidents, at least since the assassination of 
Kennedy, as well as Congress – which now reflects a completely 
dysfunctional political system – have been direct pawns of big capital. The 
losers have been the great majority of the working class, still referred to 
as the ‘middle class’. This is quite consciously done by the US bourgeoisie 
and even by Packer in order to blunt the inevitable emergence of working-
class consciousness in the US. In vain, as the recent revolt of low-paid 
workers in the US has shown.  
 
Illusory freedom  
‘American Freedom’, the constant theme of big business, their parties and 



the media, is revealed by the author as a thoroughly outmoded idea – 
although it still holds sway over millions of even poor Americans: “Winning 
and losing are all-American games, and in the unwinding the winners win 
bigger than ever, floating away like bloated dirigibles [airships], and losers 
have a long way to fall before they hit bottom, and sometimes they never 
do. This much freedom leaves you on your own. More Americans than ever 
before live alone, but even a family can exist in isolation, just managing to 
survive in the shadow of a huge military base without a soul to lend a 
hand”. Marx in the Communist Manifesto made the same point about what 
is in effect alienation under capitalism: “Everything that is solid melts into 
air”.  
 
Packer is referring to points he makes in more detail later in the book 
when he illustrates the searing contradiction between the colossal military 
power of the US and the money that is lavished on it against the likes of 
the poor: “At the bottom of Tampa, where the peninsular, died into the 
bay, [is] the front gate of MacDill Air Force Base, the home of the United 
States Central Command. World-famous four-star generals – Tommy 
Franks… David Petraeus – who drew up war plans for Afghanistan and Iraq 
there, commanded hundreds of thousands of troops in battle, took off in 
their personal jets to fly to their Area of Responsibility, committed huge 
strategic errors, and belatedly tried to correct them… From Egypt to 
Pakistan [they] have all the authority of Roman proconsuls. After the 
White House and the Pentagon, no parcel of America exercised more 
power during the War on Terror than MacDill. And four blocks away lived 
the Hartzells”.  
 
The Hartzells are typical of millions of poor people whose lives are almost 
permanently blighted – driven out of their homes by ‘foreclosures’, 
staggering from one low-paid job to another, unable to get work, even in 
retail, because they lacked “the right look, and manner”. When one of the 
Hartzells did get a job, the bosses “showed him a video on the evils of 
unions and told him that if anyone approached him about joining one, he 
should report this to the management”.  
 
However, after watching on the History Channel an account of “the battle 
of Blair Mountain, a coal strike back in the 1920s”, he began to ponder 
what had changed since then, which showed great solidarity from the 
miners from the rest of West Virginia: “People were [now] too scared to 
join a union… In the world today it was dog eat dog, every man for 
himself”.  
 
This is just one indication of the way that American workers, under the 
hammer blows of events, are beginning to think about the growing 
inequalities that surround them. The recent strikes of low-paid workers, 
alongside the virtual union uprising in Wisconsin in 2011, show what is 
coming in the US. It is no accident that the American sympathisers of the 
CWI – Socialist Alternative – have recently scored such stunning progress in 
elections in Seattle. The brutal policies of a system in decline are 
educating American workers in the realities of capitalism today.  
 
Life at the top  
Packer contrasts what is happening at the bottom with the life and times 
of those at the top of the capitalist pile. A nauseating picture of greed, 
naked ambition and big elbows used to push others out of the way is 
marvellously sketched out by the author. An unforgettable cameo of right-
wing Republican Newt Gingrich emerges underlining his sheer hypocrisy, on 
both personal and political levels. The life of a congressional lobbyist and 
his desperate attempts to climb the greasy pole of a Washington insider, is 
also dissected: “42% of the congresspersons and half the senators who left 



office went on to lobby their former colleagues”.  
 
Colin Powell, the ‘institution man’, who as Secretary of State famously 
covered up the lies of the George W Bush regime for its ‘shock and awe’ 
war on Iraq, is treated similarly. Packer writes: “When the war began, the 
president said he was sleeping like a baby. ‘I’m sleeping like a baby too’, 
[Powell] said. ‘Every two hours, I wake up screaming’.”  
 
Robert Rubin, Treasury Secretary in the Clinton administration, is 
‘Institution Man 2’. “After half a life at Goldman Sachs he was worth well 
over $100 million and lived in a Park Avenue penthouse”. As an economic 
‘insider’ of the Clinton administration, he steadfastly refused all attempts 
at regulation of the out-of-control financial system. He danced to the tune 
of Wall Street and therefore, claims Packer, is directly one of those 
responsible, along with the banks, for the crash of 2007-08. Yet Time 
magazine, before the financial meltdown, had included Rubin in what they 
called “the Committee to Save the World”. It didn’t, as the crash 
indicates. When this calamity happened, Rubin was safely removed from 
the centres of financial power and never once, as the book reveals, did he 
take any responsibility for what happened or the catastrophic effects this 
had on the lives of ordinary people. All of this does not prevent him from 
still appearing on British TV, proffering his views on the best way forward 
for society.  
 
Joe Biden, Obama’s vice president, emerges as a particularly odious, 
contemptible, arrogant figure whose sole motivation is the enhancement 
of his own position. There is also a priceless description of the founder of 
Wal-Mart, Sam Walton. The biggest company in the US has advanced and 
grown on the backs of its non-union workforce, producing an endless 
supply of “crappy, if not dangerous, Chinese-made goods”. Wal-Mart is a 
metaphor for US capitalism today: “Over the years, America had become 
more like Wal-Mart. It had gotten cheap. Prices were lower, and wages 
were lower. There were fewer union factory jobs, and more part-time jobs 
as store greeters”.  
 
Moreover, Wal-Mart’s success was due in no small part to the virtual 
dictatorship which existed in their stores: “The associates were given 
moral instruction and need permission from the district manager to date 
one another”. Walton’s family “were worth $23 billion, and eventually six 
of the surviving Waltons would have as much money as the bottom 30% of 
Americans”. In the best traditions of the US robber barons, “when clerks 
and truck drivers tried to join unions… Wal-Mart ruthlessly crushed them, 
firing anyone foolish enough to speak out”.  
 
Foreclosure mills  
On the other hand, Tammy Thomas, a black worker, emerges as a towering 
figure who struggles against all the odds: a mother bringing up a family, 
working in a factory and an activist in her union. Summing up the 
contempt felt by every manual worker who has been forced to earn a 
living by the sweat of their brow and then often condemned as ‘workshy’, 
she virtually spits out her thoughts on the right-wing Republican and past 
presidential candidate Mitt Romney: “Anybody who thinks factory jobs 
were good jobs needs to go visit somebody on a line… Most people 
wouldn’t survive in the factory. Mitt Romney would die in a week”.  
 
But eventually she is forced out of her job with the downsizing and closure 
of the steel mill, which was wiped out like so many other factories in 
America in the great deindustrialisation that has left whole swathes of the 
country derelict, and from which it has not recovered today and is unlikely 
to do so in the future. This has had incalculable consequences at all levels 



of the lives of ordinary Americans.  
 
This is described in great detail in a devastating account of the foreclosure 
crisis on just one part of America, Tampa. This has brought the “angel of 
death” to “thousands and thousands” in Tampa alone; those who face the 
tragedy of losing their homes through the dreaded ‘foreclosures’. Firstly 
seduced into ‘buying’ their house through easy loans, guaranteed through 
‘securitisation’, which meant that these loans were parcelled up in dozens 
and even hundreds of parts, making it virtually impossible to decide who 
ultimately loaned them in the first place.  
 
Yet it is financial institutions, like HSBC Bank USA, BAC Home Loans 
Servicing, etc, that are now demanding their pound of flesh, often from 
the poorest of the poor. The mechanism for achieving this is the 
“foreclosure mills”, which are almost like a car production line, assigning 
cases by “an automated computer system”. In other words, a virtual robot 
can deem that you should be thrown out of your house. Sometimes, 
nobody was there in the courtroom, “not even physically there, just a 
voice with a law degree on the court’s speakerphone, knocking off 14 
cases in a half-hour call, and each case ended with the judge asking, 
‘Anything unusual about this file? Anything missing?’ and then setting a 
date for the foreclosure auction, two floors down in room 202. At times, 
the court was empty except for the judge, a court assistant or two, and 
the bailiff wheeling the cartloads of cases back and forth. And, to save 
time, and perhaps to keep this judicial stockyard out of public view, many 
hearings weren’t even held in a courtroom, but confined to the security of 
the judge’s private chambers”.  
 
In other words, in the land of freedom, in reality a capitalist hell, you can 
be made homeless by a faceless machine and with little redress. In 
frustration, one worker threatened with homelessness declared: “The only 
thing that is even remotely possible is massive worldwide debt 
repudiation”. However, a resistance to being made homeless by this 
inhuman machine is gathering apace in the US.  
 
No technological fix  
One of the most interesting sections of the book is the one that deals with 
the economy and role of Silicon Valley. The Masters of the Universe who 
have inhabited this region of the US in the last few decades have been 
associated with the perspective of a ‘technological revolution’ which 
promised to save capitalism. This promise has been shattered by the 
greatest crisis in the history of capitalism. But it has led to the rise of new 
millionaires and billionaires through hi-tech industries.  
 
Packer shows the rise of this industry through individuals like Peter Thiel, 
a successful computer ‘entrepreneur’ – founder of PayPal – and a firm 
believer in neoliberalism, anti-communism and the promised technological 
transformation that goes with this philosophy. However, their arrogance 
and boundless optimism for the future has now been replaced in the 
outlook of those like Thiel with big doubts. He certainly no longer believes 
that technology alone can shore up capitalism.  
 
They have become increasingly aware of the economic malaise and the 
growing social and political problems that beset US capitalism. This is 
summed up by the astonishing fact, related by George Packer, that “in 
1980 only 50% of the US population thought that their children will be 
worse off than they were, while in 2011 it was closer to 80%”. They no 
longer believe that the “information age” – from which they personally 
massively benefited – represented the big “technological breakthrough” 
that had been witnessed in previous periods through the inventions of 



steam power and its spin-offs in railways and electric power, which led to 
cars, trains, etc. Thiel had come to think that the internet was a “‘net 
plus, but not a big one’… Twitter would give job security to 500 people for 
the next decade, but ‘how much value does it create for the entire 
economy?’ Facebook, which had made Thiel a billionaire, was ‘on balance 
positive’… [But] all the companies he invested in probably employed fewer 
than 15,000 people”. Thiel concludes: “You have dizzying change where 
there’s no progress”.  
 
These themes have been explored by other writers and commentators, 
particularly in the economic field, in the recent period. This is a reflection 
of the deep-going foreboding of the strategists of capital for the future of 
their system. And if they read this book their concerns will be deepened.  
 
It is true that new hopes have recently been generated amongst some 
capitalist commentators about the future of the US because of its seeming 
self-sufficiency now in cheap energy, partly arising from the massive shale 
oil and gas extractions. Cameron evidently also hopes this could make 
possible a new El Dorado in Britain as well. The fact that North Sea oil and 
gas did not lead to economic fireworks in Britain over the last 20 to 30 
years does not dissuade him from the idea that a new lease of life can be 
given to their system.  
 
But even if this was to come to pass – cheap energy fuelling a certain 
economic growth – the situation described in this book means this is a huge 
task against the background of a broken-backed US capitalism and the 
colossal social dismantling which has already taken place.  
 
However, Marxists certainly do not discount that a certain limited growth 
is possible in the US and elsewhere. For the suffering masses presently 
bearing the brunt of the economic holocaust throughout the capitalist 
world this would indeed be welcomed. Even the partial ‘fake recovery’ in 
the US economy – which is far from solving the fundamental problems that 
beset the US – has led to a mini-strike wave with workers now feeling more 
confident to press their case for increases in wages and a bigger share of 
the cake. But this would not solve the fundamental problems which even 
Obama is incapable of overcoming. He seems to have reconciled himself to 
a ‘managed decline’ of US capitalism.  
 
This important book therefore deserves the widest readership and 
circulation both in the US and in Britain to remind us of the terrible price 
which working people are forced to pay for the maintenance of this 
system, even in its heartland, the most successful of all the countries in 
the capitalist world. Hopefully the growing class conflicts will give rise to a 
clear class consciousness of the American working class, which in turn will 
lead to the creation of a mass party that will give voices to all the 
grievances detailed in this book, preparing the way for a socialist America. 
www.socialistworld.net 
 
The Unwinding: An inner history of the new America, George Packer, 
Faber & Faber, 2013, £20 
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The question of climate change and the environment is one of the burning 
issues for today’s youth. It is becoming increasingly evident that 
unsustainable exploitation of the environment cannot continue unabated. 
One measure that is championed by the bosses and the ruling class, and is 
supposed to relieve the pressures on the environment, is a carbon tax, 
such as the one implemented in British Columbia in 2008. Five years later, 
can we say that carbon taxes genuinely work in protecting the 
environment, or are they simply one more tool in the bosses‘ arsenal in 
order to transfer more money into the bank accounts of corporations? 
 
There is little doubt that Bay Street and their allies are enthusiastic about 
the carbon tax. At the recent premiers’ conference, BC premier Christy 
Clark claimed that the carbon tax was already an effective policy tool for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the province. A new report out of the 
University of Ottawa also lauded the tax, while the Economist magazine 
labelled British Columbia as “the land of Green and Money”, citing the BC 
tax as an example of “green interests” coinciding with those of business. 
Even many environmental groups have praised the BC Liberal government 
for supposedly taking the question of the environment seriously. 
 
On the other hand, the carbon tax’s costs have largely been borne by only 
one group of people — the working class — while big businesses in BC have 
benefited through a myriad of tax breaks and subsidies given to them by 
the provincial government. And although there has been some action in 
reducing carbon emissions, the reductions are still far lower than what 
scientists say is needed to stop the worst effects of climate change. 
 
What is BC’s carbon tax? 
In 2008, then-BC premier Gordon Campbell launched the Climate Action 
Plan, supposedly in order to help curb carbon emissions and to make BC a 
leader in carbon offset development. This is the same Gordon Campbell 
who, in 2002, had expressed "grave concerns" about the Kyoto Accord, de-
regulated parts of the forestry industry, ignored the opinions of fisheries 
scientists and re-opened the farmed Atlantic cod fishing industry, and who 
now lobbies on behalf of the tar sands in Europe in his new cozy job as 
Canada’s high commissioner to the UK. Campbell’s resume does not 
suggest that he has ever been a friend of the environment. 
 
Campbell was an even bigger enemy of the working-class movement in 
British Columbia. Immediately upon their election, the BC Liberals 
proceeded to launch the most vicious set of attacks against public-sector 
workers in the province’s history, including sacking nearly one-third of the 
civil service in one go. The Campbell government gutted social spending 



and proceeded to privatize key services and sectors of the economy. 
Gordon Campbell and the Liberals were the dream government of the BC 
ruling class. 
 
The Climate Action Plan, whose two main planks were the introduction of 
a carbon tax and the creation of a “carbon market”, was a great way for 
the Campbell Liberals to present themselves with a “progressive” wrapper 
while at the same time able to further the bottom line for big business in 
BC. The carbon tax, in particular, did nothing but facilitate the transfer of 
money out of the pockets of working-class people and put it into the 
elites’ bank accounts. 
 
Even from the viewpoint of bourgeois economics, the BC carbon tax is 
considered to be a regressive consumption tax; because it is a flat tax, 
people who earn less pay disproportionately more than those with higher 
incomes (particularly corporations). The carbon tax operates by imposing a 
price on businesses for all of the carbon that they produce in the province. 
The problem with this scheme, under capitalism, is that businesses only 
operate on the basis of making the greatest amount of profit possible. 
Therefore, any increase in their costs will ultimately have to be borne by 
consumers. The following is a concrete example of the effects of the 
carbon tax on ordinary working-class people: the price of carbon is set by 
the BC government, and currently stands at $25-per-tonne. The petroleum 
industry passes this on as a 7-cent-per-litre surcharge on all gasoline sold 
in BC. 
 
These surcharges, at least in the bosses’ minds, should begin to create a 
“Green Shift” in the economy. Because there would be very real costs 
associated to carbon-intensive industries, both industry and people would 
begin to make “green” decisions in order to save money. This “Green 
Shift” theory has not translated well into the real world, once again 
because of the limits inherent within the capitalist system. Many 
businesses have found little incentive to shift their production methods 
after being rewarded by the BC government with a myriad of tax cuts and 
subsidies to offset the increased cost of production. Many working-class 
people would undoubtedly like to make changes to their lifestyle, however 
they cannot practically do so. Ordinary people do not have extra money 
laying around just waiting to be invested in a new "green" alternative. 
Instead, they are taxed upon consuming the necessities of life, from 
heating their homes to commuting to work. For example, many workers 
and students may wish to drive their cars less but cannot do so as there is 
little investment in public transportation. Others may want to invest in 
“green” home technology but are unable to do so because the costs are 
still too prohibitive. Meanwhile, although real wages continue to stagnate, 
workers’ pockets continue to get lighter as they are faced with higher 
costs for the basic necessities of life. 
 
The so-called “Green Shift” has not occurred for corporations, either. As 
the global economy continues to struggle, the BC Liberal government fears 
that the carbon tax will turn away investors and make the BC economy 
uncompetitive. In order to prevent this, the provincial government has 
thrown hundreds of millions of dollars, if not more, to businesses in the 
form of tax breaks and government subsidies — essentially negating the 
effects of the carbon tax and giving corporations little reason to shift 
towards “greener” production. This is the depraved logic of market-based 
environmental solutions — in the end, any talk of defending the 
environment ends if profits are put at risk. 
 
For BC to meet its carbon reduction targets, the Canadian Centre for 
Policy Alternatives estimates that the carbon tax would need to be 



increased to $200-per-tonne by 2020, in order to finally push corporations 
to adopting “greener” production — eight times the cost that is imposed by 
the BC government today. Even if the provincial government were not 
bailing businesses out of paying the tax, that sort of cost would inevitably 
have to be borne by working-class people. 
 
The Pacific Carbon Trust 
The other key policy of the 2008 Liberal environmental policy was the 
creation of a carbon market. Companies can propose projects which would 
supposedly require “green” investment in order to lower their carbon 
emissions. Companies or individuals can then buy these certified carbon 
credits at the rate of $25-per-tonne, in order to "offset" their own carbon 
emissions. This is administered by the Pacific Carbon Trust (PCT), which 
would have a monopoly on the creation of certifiable carbon credits. 
Participation is purely voluntary for corporations or individuals. 
 
However, this is not the case for public sector institutions, who are 
mandated by the BC Liberals into being certified “carbon neutral”. Large 
budget cuts has left school boards, universities, and hospitals unable to 
make any investments to actually reduce their own carbon emissions, and 
so they are forced to buy credits from the PCT in order to meet this 
obligation. But, the fact that private businesses are not compelled to 
participate in the PCT means that 99.7% of all carbon credits are being 
bought by the public sector. 
 
The only ones who have the money lying around to invest in “green” 
decisions are big businesses, who then sell their credits to the PCT. This is 
in addition to the tax breaks provided by the government to compensate 
them for the carbon tax. What all of this means is that there is a massive 
double handover of taxpayers’ money into the pockets of the bosses! 
 
Despite these sweetheart terms, the PCT is still not enough to get the 
capitalist class to spend the money in switching over to more 
environmentally-friendly forms of production. In its most recent budget 
earlier this year, the PCT actually recorded a growing surplus, now 
numbering $30-million. The public sector is actually buying up more 
carbon credits than the private sector is creating through “green” 
investment! A recent report from the provincial auditor-general’s office 
has also cast doubt over the validity of the carbon offsets being created 
through the PCT. Two projects that qualified for carbon offsets were 
actually found to be cost-ineffective and not proven to actually reduce the 
production of carbon. More and more, the PCT is being shown to be 
completely unable to solve the environmental crisis and instead, and is 
just another means of funnelling money to the BC government’s big 
business friends. 
 
A real solution to the environmental crisis 
Despite much of the positive spin from the mainstream capitalist press, 
the environmental policies of the BC Liberal government have not 
succeeded in getting BC on track to meet its emission goals. Under BC’s 
Climate Action Plan, the environment has come a distant second to the 
government’s real goal — further enriching the bank accounts of Big 
Business in the province. And even if capitalism could solve the 
environmental crisis, it would only do so if the bottom line were not 
jeopardized. This would mean that any negative costs would ultimately 
have to be borne by workers and youth. 
 
Any real serious attempt to defend the environment would necessarily 
have to begin with the removal of the profit motive. A beginning would be 
the nationalization of the top industries in BC, and across the country, and 



placing them under the control of the working-class under a democratic 
plan of production. The economy needs to be based upon meeting the 
actual needs of society rather than the needs of quarterly investment 
reports. In addition, what interest would workers and youth have in 
destroying their own environment, or the environment of future 
generations? Using the general wealth available in society today, major 
investment in infrastructure could take place, creating good quality and 
free public transportation. Sustainable energy sources could be discovered 
and made available to all, and not be limited because of cost. 
 
Saving the environment should not be another means of taking money 
away from working-class people and giving it over to Bay Street. It is time 
to expose carbon taxes for what they are — a money grab for the rich 
disguised as a “green shift” . Let us begin the fight for socialism while 
there is still time to save the environment. Don't let capitalism cost the 
planet! 
www.marxist.com 
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Malalai Joya on 12 Years of U.S.-Led Afghan War 
Malalai Joya 7 October 2013 
 
Ahead of next week’s 12th anniversary of what has become the longest 
war in U.S. history, Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel says the United States 
is seeking to sign an accord to keep U.S. troops in Afghanistan for the 
indefinite future. The United States plans to pull out the bulk of its 57,000 
troops in Afghanistan by the end of 2014, but the Pentagon wants to retain 
a smaller force of around 10,000 forces after 2014. We are joined by 
Afghan activist and former member of Parliament, Malalai Joya, author of 
the book, "A Woman Among Warlords: The Extraordinary Story of an Afghan 
Who Dared to Raise Her Voice." A survivor of numerous attempts on her 
life, Time magazine has named her as one of the 100 most influential 
people in the world. "We need the support of justice-loving people of the 
U.S. to join their hands with us," Joya says. "Unfortunately, we see that 
today imperialism and fundamentalism have joined hands." 
 
AMY GOODMAN: We turn now to Afghanistan. Next week marks the 12th 
anniversary of the beginning of what’s become the longest war in U.S. 
history. Earlier this week, Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel said the United 
States is seeking to sign an accord with the Afghan government to keep 
U.S. troops in the country for the indefinite future. The United States 
plans to pull out the bulk of its 57,000 troops in Afghanistan by the end of 
2014, but the Pentagon wants to retain a smaller force of around 10,000 
forces after 2014. In addition, the United States wants to maintain the 
right to run unilateral counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan after 
2014. 
 
To discuss the situation in Afghanistan, we’re joined by the activist and 
former Afghan member of Parliament, Malalai Joya. In 2010, Time 
magazine named her one of the 100 most influential people in the world. 
She is author of the book A Woman Among Warlords: The Extraordinary 
Story of an Afghan Who Dared to Raise Her Voice. 
 
She will be joining us in a minute, but first let’s go to the film Enemies of 
Happiness. The film begins in December of 2003 in a meeting of 
Afghanistan’s newly elected Constitutional Assembly, the Loya Jirga. A 



then-unknown 24-year-old Malalai Joya steps to the microphone to deliver 
a speech that would make headlines around the world and draw threats 
against her life. 
 
CHAIRMAN: [translated] What are you saying? 
 
MALALAI JOYA: [translated] We kids can’t get a word in. I would like to 
say a few words, Mr. Chairman. 
 
CHAIRMAN: [translated] Wait a minute. Stay in your seats. One sister says 
that she has traveled far. She insists that we haven’t given the kids enough 
speaking time. You have three minutes, please. 
 
MALALAI JOYA: [translated] My name is Malalai Joya from the Farah 
province. With the permission of all those present and in respect of the 
martyrs who were killed, I would like to speak. I wish to criticize my 
compatriots in this room. Why would you allow criminals to be present at 
this Loya Jirga, warlords responsible for our country’s situation? 
Afghanistan is the center for national and international conflicts. They 
oppress women and have ruined our country. They should be prosecuted. 
They might be forgiven by the Afghan people, but not by history. 
 
CHAIRMAN: [translated] Sit down! Sit down! The sister has crossed the line 
of what is considered common courtesy. She is banished from this 
assembly and cannot return. Send her out! Guards, throw her out! She 
doesn’t deserve to be here. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: That was Malalai Joya challenging the leaders of the Loya 
Jirga, a former member of Parliament. That was December 2003. Malalai 
joins us in studio now. What happened after that, Malalai Joya? 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Yeah, I said the truth and exposed the mask of 
fundamentalist warlords, who are mentally same like Taliban but only 
physically has been changed and imposed on Afghan people. They were 
control Afghanistan. Still they are in power. And as I exposed their mask, 
they could not tolerate it and expelled me from the Loya Jirga and even 
not allow me to come back. They have told me if I say apologize, I can 
come back. As I never said apologize and will say apologize, and they must 
say apologize to suffer oppressed people of Afghanistan, especially 
unfortunate women, that committed many crimes against them and still 
continue to their crimes and fascism under the name of women rights, 
human rights and democracy. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: So, explain, as we move into the 12th anniversary of the 
war in Afghanistan, what has happened to your country. First of all, what 
are you doing there today? You’re no longer a member of Parliament. 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Yeah, I am there underground, activist, and have close 
contact with my people. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: What do you mean, "underground"? 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Underground, I mean despite wearing burqa and have 
bodyguards, not safe moving from one place to another place, that to not 
be easy target. As last year on 10 of March, these terrorists attacked my 
house and office in Farah province, that 12 of my bodyguards brutally has 
been injured. And this is about seven assassination attempts they do 
against me. That’s why I have to be underground. I mean that I can’t have 
office or a house, that [inaudible] much easier for an activist to have it. 
But unfortunately, for security reasons, it’s not only me, there is many 



other democrat men and women activists that are risking their life, 
struggling, but have to be underground. 
 
And regarding your question about consequences of the 12 years of 
occupation of U.S. and NATO, unfortunately, was more bloodshed, crimes, 
women rights, human rights violations, looting of our resource and 
changing of our country into mafia state, as during these 12 bloody years 
tens of thousands of innocent civilians have been killed by occupation 
forces and terrorist groups. And they have changed Afghanistan to the 
center of the drugs. That’s more than 90 percent of opium produced from 
Afghanistan, as I believe opium is even more dangerous than al-Qaeda and 
war as it destroy and spoils the life of Afghans. Around two million Afghan 
addicted, most of them are women and children. And also, there’s a 
report Afghanistan is the second most corrupt country in the world. And 
according to UNIFEM, Afghanistan is the worst place to be a woman. And 
many example like this, this list can be prolonged, that they unfortunately 
committed crimes against our people. Still this war, disgusting war, is 
going on, and even right now trying to negotiate with terrorist Taliban, as 
these 12 years were saying to our people, "We are there to fight against 
Taliban and al-Qaeda," but now U.S. officials and puppet regime of Karzai 
shamelessly publicly they say that Taliban are not their enemies anymore 
and going to negotiate with them, invite them to join this puppet, corrupt 
mafia regime. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: The news agency Agence France-Presse reports the U.S. 
plans to pull out the bulk of its 57,000 troops in Afghanistan by the end of 
2014 and has tentative plans to retain a smaller force of around 10,000 
forces after that. On Monday, U.S. Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel said he 
hoped an accord on the future U.S. military presence in Afghanistan would 
be in place by November. Hagel said, "We’re working with President Karzai 
and his government to get that bilateral security agreement completed 
and signed," unquote. However, President Karzai has insisted Afghanistan 
would not be rushed over the negotiations and has even hinted an 
agreement might not be finalized before presidential elections in April 
next year. Let’s talk about the U.S. presence now in Afghanistan and the 
future plan for bases and a base of operations for counterterrorism forces, 
Malalai Joya. 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Yeah, as I briefly said, as tip of the iceberg example of 
the brutalities and war crime of the U.S. and also these fundamentalist 
warlords, even Taliban, who both of them their godfather is the U.S. 
 
And regarding the withdrawal of the troops, just a few thousands of the 
troops will withdraw, to deceive justice-loving people of the U.S. and 
around the world, as they’re under pressure of justice-loving people of 
these countries because of this endless war there, but their military bases 
remain there, as nine major military bases now. They are working on it 
and going to legalize this. And also, that they raise this propaganda that 
civil war will happen if we leave Afghanistan. Behind of this, also the hand 
of the U.S., to make afraid the people to accept these military bases. I 
believe as long as in a country which has foreign military bases, U.S. 
military bases, they can’t expect that they have independence. 
 
And same in my country, when we don’t have independence, talking about 
democracy, women rights, human rights is just a painful joke. And also 
that everyone know now—it became clear for Afghan people, too—that the 
U.S. is there for their own strategic, regional, economic and political 
interests. They don’t take care to the well wishes of these Afghan people, 
and they are there for their own evil agendas, as now trying to bring these 
terrorist Taliban also in power under the name of national peace 



reconciliation, as I believe such kind of so-called peace will be more 
dangerous than the current war, because the result of this peace will be—
become united the enemies of Afghan people—Taliban, warlords, these 
drug lords, terrorists. And also the puppets of Russia, call them—our 
people call them Khalki and Parchami—as recently attorney general of 
Holland released a list of 5,000 innocent people, most of them 
intellectuals, who were massacred and killed by a puppet of Russia, as now 
they have high posts in Karzai’s regime. So U.S. trying to make more 
powerful their puppet regime, then also their military bases remain there, 
then even indirectly and also in a different way, they continue to their 
barbarism and control Afghanistan. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Do you think the U.S. forces should remain there? 
 
MALALAI JOYA: They must leave Afghanistan as soon as possible. They 
should leave Afghanistan now, as they occupied our country. We have 
proudful history, never accept occupation. And they still push more 
Afghanistan toward the Stone Ages by supporting these terrorists, as the 
presence of these troops make much harder our struggle for justice and 
democracy, and create more obstacles for true democratic-minded 
elements. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Can you talk about the night raids, the Joint Special 
Operations Command, JSOC? What’s happening now in Afghanistan with 
U.S. troops there, what they are doing? 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Yeah, as I said, U.S. troop is there for this criminal war, 
since the war, as they occupied our country, will not leave Afghanistan 
voluntarily soon, as situation for millions of Afghan by presence of tens of 
thousands troops is like hell, especially in Farah provinces. And women, 
still they are the most and prime victims, and they—for example, rapes, 
domestic violences, acid attacks, burning the girls’ schools, and many 
other violence is increasing more and more, as right now I’m following the 
case of Shakila, a 16-years-old girl who has been raped and killed by a 
member of the provincial council and three other parlimentarian so-called 
member of Parliament. They are partner in this case in trying to forge the 
medical report of the raped girl. And even a few kilometers away from 
Kabul just a few months ago, a [inaudible] young girl has been prosecuted 
publicly by one of the criminal fundamentalist party, Hezb-e Islamic party, 
that run by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, this terrorist. Also Taliban in different 
provinces, they are doing public executions, without at least to bring these 
women to this fundamentalist or mafia court that we have. And many 
other example like this, that they control Afghanistan day by day, they are 
getting powerful. That’s why we want the withdrawal of the troops as soon 
as possible from Afghanistan, because they double our miseries and 
sorrows of our people. And if, honestly, they leave, at least these warlords 
and these Taliban, these terrorists, will not be more powerful, to be easier 
for them to eliminate democratic people of Afghanistan and suffer or kill 
innocent people there. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Why are you here, Malalai Joya, in the United States? 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Yeah, I’m here to talk about the 12th anniversary of the 
U.S. and NATO occupation and bring the message of suffering people of 
Afghanistan to justice-loving people of the U.S. As always, I say that U.S. 
government has two faces. One is the dirty imperialist government of the 
U.S. Another is the great people like Bradley Manning, like Edward 
Snowden, [inaudible], like Daniel Ellsberg, and many others who stand up 
against the wrong policies of their government, these war crimes and 
warmongers, and they live in the hearts of millions of democratic justice-



loving people around the world, especially oppressed people of the world. 
And they are hero for my people. We need the support and solidarity of 
justice-loving people of the U.S. to join their hands with us. 
Unfortunately, we say that today imperialism and fundamentalism have 
joined hands to lead the world toward barbarism. We should fight against 
it, even if it happens in Iran or Iraq, in Palestine, Libya, Syria, etc. We 
need to be united and to do—and continue to our struggle against these 
warmongers. And, fortunately, we see the justice-loving people around the 
world, and especially in the U.S., they are here. Glorious uprising are 
happening against the economic crisis and these warmongers, which is a 
big source of hope for the future. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: What kind of response are you getting from people in the 
United States? I mean, for many who are just standard consumers of the 
media, the war in Afghanistan is hardly talked about. 
 
MALALAI JOYA: Yeah, you know, the support that we received from 
justice-loving American people, day by day, it’s getting more and more, as 
I have experienced personally, on behalf of suffering people of 
Afghanistan, that each time when I travel, I come in the U.S., I see more 
people come and listening and announce their support, as now it become 
like an open secret for justice-loving people around the world, especially 
for the U.S. people. And as always, I say that—about the role, negative 
role of these occupiers there, and about their brutalities and also 
brutalities and barbarism of these fundamentalists that who are a puppet 
of the U.S., we need their support. Especially I’m asking for educational 
support, as I believe it’s a key against occupation, against 
fundamentalism, toward emancipation. And we really need their support, 
as practically when we see, it gives us more hope, courage, determination, 
but we need more. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Well, I want to thank you very much for being with us. 
Malalai Joya is an activist, former member of Parliament from Afghanistan, 
author of A Woman Among Warlords: The Extraordinary Story of an Afghan 
Who Dared to Raise Her Voice. Again, Malalai Joya was named one of the 
most influential people in the world, top 100, in 2010 by Time magazine. 
In 2011, The Guardian listed her among the top 100 women activists and 
campaigners. 
 
And that does it for our broadcast. By the way, to keep you updated, 
Herman Wallace remains alive, one of the Angola Three. His conviction 
was just overturned. He left prison on Tuesday and remains in a New 
Orleans hospital, dying of advanced liver cancer. You can go to our website 
for more details at democracynow.org. 
www.zcommunications.org  
 

 

Sudanese women: you can beat us but you cannot break us 
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Political Islam in Sudan remains very strong and manifests itself in 
floggings of Sudanese women that are justified by the constitution in the 
Indecent and Immoral Acts. Yet, Sudanese women remain defiant and 
resist these unjust and misogynistic laws 
 
While the anger is accumulating in Sudan and peaceful demonstrators are 



being injured and killed by the Sudanese regime forces, this comes as a 
natural result of years of injustices. Sudan has been exposed to the 
brutality of the dogmatic ideology of political Islam, and the people have 
been stripped of their dignity. The story here is just a tip of the iceberg. 
Sudanese women are the mirror of the cruelty and disparity imposed by 
the ruling regime. 
 
For 25 years now, women in Sudan have been flogged publicly. The current 
Sudanese regime’s ideology was clear from day one; terrorizing women - 
which amounts to paralysing a whole nation. Like all dogma in political 
Islam, the regime sat and agreed that the road to secure their position was 
through controlling women’s bodies, minds, existence and interaction in 
public. Their misogynistic ideology is based on women being problematic 
and in need of being disciplined and controlled: that women are both 
dangerous and the main instigator of immorality, equally responsible for 
all evil in society, hence the need to be told how to behave in public. 
 
CRIMINALISING WOMEN TO JUSTIFY MISOGYNY 
‘It’s not enough to talk to them; we have to punish them and install fear in 
their minds because they are not intelligent and are spiritually unfit. Their 
fathers and husbands are unable to control them.’ These are the beliefs 
that underpin Article 152 of the Sudan criminal code, ‘Indecent and 
Immoral Acts’ - on the basis of which Amira Osman, a Sudan activist, is 
currently facing trial, and under which thousands of invisible poor women 
have already been tried, sentenced and publicly lashed. Their laughter is 
seen as a crime, their presence provoking sin. 
 
This is how the regime vaguely drafted Article 154 of the criminal code, 
'Practicing Prostitution.” The article defines a ‘place of prostitution’ as 
"any place designated for the meeting of men and women between whom 
there is no marital relationship, or kinship, in circumstances in which the 
exercise of sexual acts is probable to occur". Hundreds of women are being 
charged under this article every day, inside their homes and work places. 
The breadth of interpretation effectively allows women in any public place 
in which a woman can be in the same room as an unrelated man to be 
tried under this article. 
 
The offence of ‘possession of materials and displays contrary to public 
morality’ of Article 153 has exposed thousands of young women to the 
madness of the public order police and deprived them of simply living 
normally, and with dignity. The Sudan public order laws are written in a 
vague and elusive way in order to allow judges and the law enforcers to 
employ their own interpretations of the law. This has turned the legal 
system into self serving machinery manipulated and twisted against 
women's presence and participation in public.  
 
Sara is a 25 year old artist and school teacher at a private school. Early 
this year, while on her way back home, she was stopped and picked up by 
the public order police. She was wearing trousers and a long sleeved T- 
shirt. She was sexually assaulted, verbally humiliated and then charged 
under Article 152 for wearing trousers. According to her story, by the time 
they picked her up, there were twelve other women inside the vehicle all 
of whom had been picked up randomly by the public order police while 
walking on public roads. None of them had committed any crime, all were 
just walking along minding their own business. They were detained for 24 
hours, their phones were confiscated. In the morning the judge called 
them out by name and when her name was called Sara says the judge 
asked her, ‘what do you want 40 lashes or paying 1000 SDP?’ She said she 
only had ten pounds, then he yelled ‘40 lashes’ and the soldier grabbed 
her. They took her to the yard inside the detention block, made her sit on 



the sand floor and they started whipping her. ‘After 10 extremely painful 
lashes’, she said. ‘I was numbed and I could only hear the mocking and the 
laughter of the soldiers standing around and asking the flogger to beat 
harder.’ 
 
BEATING WOMEN TO SUBMIT  
Forty-four year old Halima brews alcohol locally and sells it to men from 
all over Khartoum. She is the breadwinner of her family of six children and 
two elderly parents, all of whom depend on her for their care. She said she 
has been flogged and jailed many times, ‘every time they come they take 
away the alcohol, re-sell it to consumers or they drink it, and beat me for 
making it.’ 
 
THE DEAD ARE MORE POWERFUL THAN THE LIVING  
Amena, 56 years old, sells tea next to a private hospital. She says, ‘they 
keep taking my kettle and cups all the time, sometimes they flog me, or if 
I have some money I give it to them. These days I have found a place next 
to the graveyard to sell my tea. I still get customers, but the police rarely 
come close to me - I think the dead in our country are more powerful than 
the living.’ 
 
The tales of these women reflect more or less how millions of Sudanese 
women are living. 
 
FAILURE TO COVER HER HAIR  
Hundreds of women flocked to court to attend Amira Osman’s trial, a 
Sudanese activist who was charged under Article 152 for not covering her 
hair with a scarf. Her trial has now been postponed until 4 November 2013. 
These women will not give up their humanity and dignity, despite the whip 
being held to their heads. 
 
The battle against Sudan’s public order regime, which has been infused 
within the criminal code of the country, has been going on for years across 
the country. This regime has been utilized to repress women, to 
compromise their livelihoods, to impoverish them, to limit their 
participation in public life, sport, cultural activities and mobility, as well 
as to limit their political participation. The Sudanese discriminatory laws 
and the public order regime are affecting communities for generations to 
come by imposing the subordination of women in the mindset of the 
younger generation, and hence taking away any potential for progress and 
peace. 
 
Hala Alkarib is the Director of the Strategic Initiative for women in the 
Horn of Africa (SIHA) www.sihanet.org  
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