
 

 

 

December 2021  

New Unity Movement 

The Worker 
We Fight Ideas with Ideas 

The Worker is an official publication of the New Unity Movement 

TOWARDS THE SELF-EMANCIPATION OF THE WORKING CLASS 

“If all the money in the world were taken and divided equally amongst everyone on the planet, so that tomorrow we 

would all start off life on the same footing, then in a very short space of time (maybe six months, maybe a year) the old 

pattern of inequality will have reasserted itself – maybe with a vengeance. The rich would again have become rich, the 

poor, poor.” 

When one thinks seriously 

through a statement such as this, 

there is no denying its              

superficial truth – superficial 

because it fails to contextualise 

inequality, or to address its   

underlying causes, especially 

those causes which reproduce 

and perpetuate inequality. “The 

rich are rich because they     

deserve to be” – hard work,  

talent, probity, never because of      

privilege, inheritance or greed.   

A similar argument runs             

something along these lines: 

“Why provide the poor with 

houses? Tomorrow they’ll sell 

them for the cash which they’ll 

squander, and happily go back to squatting.” 

These are the kinds of views one constantly encounters on 

social media platforms. Their purpose is not to present a  

serious dilemma in a way that can be debated and resolved, 

but merely to score points. It is, in fact, a mistake to view 

them as “arguments.” They are more likely the self-satisfied           

ravings of middle-class elitists trying to shield their               

consciences. 

A more productive approach to 

addressing such dilemmas would 

be for us to grapple with a    

question like: should the bulk of 

our energies be consumed in 

fighting battles concerned with 

immediate crises and demands, 

or should we be more concerned 

with the longer-term issues 

which will ultimately lead to real 

transformation? We are focusing 

here on the class struggle, which 

in Marx’s terms refers to the self

-emancipation of the working 

class. From this perspective there 

is no such thing as one size fits 

all.  

Various “levels of struggle” can be distinguished. For           

example 

“Non-transformational.” This refers to struggles within the 

system which oppresses us. Such struggles would include 

“protective strategies” where workers and working class  

people and communities fight to defend what they have, for 
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example, the fight against gentrification or dispossession of 

their land, and for basic demands, such as housing and public 

services. For the oppressed in South Africa, this is a grim, 

daily, ongoing struggle, which ebbs and flows – now in our 

favour, now against us. It’s constantly win-lose, win-lose. For 

activists, the question always is: how can we sustain and 

build on our victories.  

Another form of “non-transformational” struggle is that 

which occurs in the workplace – over the terms and           

conditions of work. Here is where the strike weapon is most 

powerfully deployed, particularly if the striking workers can 

win over sympathetic communities, to support it, for         

example, via consumer boycotts against the offending firm. 

A third form of struggle is one that takes place at the            

so-called institutional level. This is concerned with             

improving the conditions of capitalism for the workers, rather 

than overthrowing it. It addresses issues such as: should     

pressure be brought to bear on the neo-liberal order such that 

capitalism becomes more sensitive to the needs of the poor? – 

in other words, that we work towards building a welfare state. 

At the level of transformation, we are talking about system 

change. Only apologists for the capitalist system or those 

who stand to lose by its demise will argue that it is the best or 

the only workable solution. Yet, there is compelling evidence 

that we are being carried towards a precipice. Global-

warming alone should be ringing alarm bells, not to mention 

the emergence of deadly viruses set to flood the planet for the 

foreseeable future. These are caused and worsened by a            

system which places wealth and power in the hands of a tiny 

few at the expense of the vast majority of citizens across the 

world – and, importantly, which sustains and reproduces this 

inequality. There might have been a time when it was “good” 

to fight against capitalism, now it is imperative. 

A pause for thought will lead to the conclusion that none of 

the above “forms of struggle” should be prioritized over the 

other – they all have their time and place. If the working  

classes of the world are going to follow Marx’s precept that 

the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered 

by the working classes themselves, then the road forward is 

clear: we must work for the principled unity of the working 

class, around a set of demands that form “a bridge” (to use 

Leon Trotsky’s famous words) “between present demands 

and the socialist programme of the revolution,” including the 

use of what he calls “transitional demands,” transitional           

because they begin with the demands and consciousness  

present today and conclude with the conquest of power by the 

working class. 
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Local Government Elections 2021 
By Noor Nieftagodien 
 

The majority of South Africans, especially black working class and poor communities, issued a resounding vote of no 

confidence in the ANC on November 1st: in 1994 the party won 12.2 million votes and in 2021 only 5.2 million votes. 

Fewer than 12 million out of an eligible 42.6 million voters went to the polls. In other words, more than 70% of the 

electorate either did not register to vote or stayed away. This reflected mounting dissatisfaction with the main parties 

and growing scepticism in electoral politics.  

Although participation in local government elections has    

declined since reaching a highpoint in 2011 (when 13,6 mil-

lion people voted, representing 57.6% of registered voters), 

the decline in voter turnout and the hammering meted out to 

the ANC in the elections signal a deepening of the country’s            

political crisis.  
 

All the main parties are guilty of empty promises about ser-

vice delivery to the poor and dishonest rhetoric of “new 

dawns”, “clean governance” and “anti-corruption”. They have 

consistently failed to produce meaningful and lasting im-

provements in the lives of the majority. In fact, the poor have 

become poorer, particularly since the outbreak of the Covid-

19 pandemic. 
 

Underpinning this malaise 

is the government’s dog-

ged        commitment to 

macro-economic policies 

that have strangled the 

local economy: growth is 

almost stagnant, unem-

ployment has reached rec-

ord levels of 44%, ine-

quality has continued to   

widen, and more than 3 

million people experience 

hunger   every day. Gen-

der based violence contin-

ues to ravage our   society, 

with the latest crime statis-

tics reporting nearly 

10,000 rapes in only three months between July and Septem-

ber. The socioeconomic crisis is particularly pronounced at 

the local level, where the twin injustices of austerity and cor-

ruption have caused load-shedding, growing disruption of 

water supplies and housing shortages.  

 

Faced with multiple assaults on their lives, the majority have 

declared: enough is enough! 

 

Historic elections 

These elections were historic because for the first time the 

ANC’s share of the vote dipped below 50%: it won only 45% 

of the votes cast, compared to 54% in 2016 and 61% in 2011. 

This confirmed the continuous decline and loss of authority of 

the ruling party. It haemorrhaged votes in the metropolitan 

areas and lost ground in every province, including a drop in 

support of 16% and 10% respectively in KwaZulu-Natal and 

Gauteng.  

 

Importantly, the ANC enjoys only a minority of support in the 

country’s three major economic and most populous provinces 

(Gauteng, KZN and Western Cape). A closer look at the     

election results in Johannesburg reveals a particularly gloomy 

picture for the party. Its support in the city dropped by 26% 

and in Soweto by 18%. In Alexandra, the ANC lost between 

2,000 and 4,000 votes in almost every ward but managed to 

hold onto most of the seats. Similar results were evident 

across the country, as people who were once loyal to the ANC 

blame it for shattering their hope that democracy would mean 

a better life. 
 

The calamitous results for the ANC were confirmed when it 

lost power in Gauteng’s metros (Johannesburg, Ekurhuleni 

and Tshwane), now in the hands of DA-led coalitions. It bare-

ly held on to eThekwini and 

Nelson Mandela Bay. But 

despite these major losses, 

the ANC remains a dominant 

player in our politics. It won 

more votes nationally than 

the combined tally of the 

next four major national par-

ties (DA, EFF, IFP, FF+), all 

of which have their own cri-

ses and limitations. It is also 

the main party of the ruling 

elite, who depend on the  

ANC’s historical authority 

among black people to     

implement unpopular poli-

cies.  

 

The Democratic Alliance (DA) also suffered a bloody nose in 

the elections but was able to avoid close scrutiny because of 

the focus on the ANC’s setbacks. Its support dropped from 

27% in 2016 to 22% in 2021, despite desperate efforts to win 

back conservative white voters who had moved to the FF+. 

Losses in the Cape to parties such as the Patriotic Alliance and 

the Cape Coloured Congress, as well as independents, suggest 

a growing number of coloured communities are becoming 

gatvol with a party that has been consistently anti-poor. The 

DA will attempt to extend to other parts of the country the           

repressive laws against homeless people and violence against 

informal land dwellers it  has practiced in Cape Town. Its       

fragile control of key metros thus spells disaster for the poor. 

 

There was some expectation that the EFF would be the main 

beneficiary of the ANC’s decline. Its share of the vote         

increased from 8% to 10%, thus garnering more council seats. 

However, the number of votes it received declined marginally 
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 from 1,217,805 to 1,194,295, despite having run a robust        

election campaign. The party lost ground in strongholds such 

as Limpopo and was overtaken by ActionSA in Johannesburg. 

Even in Alexandra, where it had ambitions of unseating the 

ANC, the EFF lost several thousand votes. Its inability to 

make significant inroads into the ANC’s support base suggests 

the party’s spectacular growth since its founding has ground to 

a halt. Complicity in corruption, misogyny and a penchant for 

populist nationalism have contributed to this stagnation.  

 

Notwithstanding this reality, it still has a reputation as being to 

the left of the ANC and seems to have consolidated a loyal 

base of around 1 million voters. It will therefore remain a  

complicating factor in efforts to build an alternative Left  

movement. The EFF struck significant body blows against the 

ANC, often in collusion with ActionSA, with an eye on    

weakening the Ramaphosa faction in the internal dispute with 

the Zuma-ites. Its rapprochement with the venal RET faction 

has little to do with a radical, pro-poor programme. Rather it is 

to gain control over the state in order to accumulate power and 

wealth. 

 

Political instability 

A primary outcome of the elections is the entrenchment of 

political instability, which will have an adverse effect on local 

government administration and service delivery. An           

unprecedented number  of hung councils (66), including in the 

major metropolitan municipalities, led to frenetic activity 

among parties to stitch together coalitions. The usual grand-

standing by politicians of only entering coalitions on             

supposedly unmovable principles very quickly dissipated, to 

expose a desperate scramble for power. Local government has 

become an important source of elite patronage and               

accumulation. Its allocation is central to coalition politics. The 

DA-EFF coalition in Johannesburg after 2016 was instructive 

in this regard. 

 

The focus on coalitions has tended to obscure at least two oth-

er important features of the elections. First, the massive prolif-

eration of parties (as well as independents) did not generate 

fundamentally new political choices for the electorate. Ideo-

logically shackled to the status quo, the manifestos of the main 

parties were characterised by an absence of alternative visions, 

least of all a path out of the current C-19 crisis. Their broad 

support for Gondongwana’s mid-term budget, which rein-

forced the government’s commitment to an austerity pro-

gramme that will further diminish the state’s capacity to          

deliver public goods to the poor, reflects convergence on fun-

damental policy matters. None of them takes seriously the 

climate catastrophe facing humanity, which would require a 

robust  critique of capitalism. In reality, anti-poor policies will 

remain a cornerstone of the policies of the various coalitions in 

power over the next five years. 

 

Second, there has been a worrying increase in electoral sup-

port for conservative and ethnonationalist politics. The           

proudly xenophobic ActionSA (led by the Trumpian Mashaba) 

and the Patriotic Alliance, together with the IFP, were among 

the winners in the elections. The IFP benefited from the          

ANC’s slump in KZN but only won control over three more 

councils compared to 2016. The FF+ continued its steady  

improvement at the expense of the DA, nearly trebling its 

number of seats. The reactionary ideas of these parties have 

found an echo among a cross section of the population and 

represent a danger to society. In a context of social decay, 

right-wing populists and opportunists will continue to stoke 

the fires of xenophobia, racism, homophobia and ethnic na-

tionalism to divide the poor majority and turn it against itself.  

 

Age of crises 

From the point of view of the ruling class, the last 27 years 

have been a period of relative electoral stability. Between 

them, the ANC and DA have quite successfully represented 

the general interests of capital, including the historically white

-dominated monopoly capital, as well as the new black      

capitalist and middle classes. This collection of the economic 

and political elites has driven the implementation of privatisa-

tion, corporatisation of municipal services, unbundling of pub-

lic entities and austerity, which have had dire consequences 

for the poor  

 

The internecine factional disputes in both parties and their 

poor performance in the elections have cast a shadow over this 

arrangement. If there is a repeat of the outcome of these    

elections in the 2024 national elections, the country could face 

the prospect of the ANC losing power. Therefore, the new          

coalitions of minority parties, especially in the Metros, are 

harbingers of possible configurations of power after 2024.  

 

The ruling class may not prefer a dominant ANC, but it does 

not yet have a legitimate alternative that can play the same 

role as the current ruling party on its behalf. The DA’s shift 

more openly to embrace neo-conservatism seems to have      

solidified its role as the unifying force of right-wing politics in 

the country. Interestingly, Mashaba’s success in the elections, 

albeit modest nationally, suggests a section of the ruling class 

is prepared to support a home-grown Trump to bolster 

freemarket and xenophobic politics.  

 

What is clear is that the certainties of the last 27 years are 

gone. 

Undoubtedly, the 2024 elections have now assumed major 

significance. The ANC in particular will be desperate to re-

verse its decline and regain control of the national government 

and the provinces currently under its rule. The ruling class will 

want to avert protracted instability in the different spheres of 

government. But the dilemma is how to achieve this when the 

ANC’s authority is unravelling. Option one is to maintain the 

ANC’s rule under Ramaphosa as the proven custodian of     

pro-business policies. That will certainly depend on the out-

come of the factional war in the ANC. Option two would be to 

nurture the coalition of minority parties to prepare for a trans-

fer of power, at least in Gauteng and possibly nationally. Nei-

ther will guarantee stability. The main conundrum facing the 

ruling elite is the politics of the majority who did not vote. 

 

What about the 70%? 

A similar question confronts the Left. More precisely, do the 

70% of the electorate who did not vote  represent a constituen-

cy from which to build an alternative left movement or party?  
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 Clearly, large numbers of people don’t identify with the     

politics of the main parties, mistrust formal politics and have 

become apathetic towards elections. There is huge              

disappointment in the ANC, but many of its former supporters 

are not yet ready to give their vote to one of the current      

opposition parties. What we do not know with certainty are the 

voting patterns of, for example, trade unionists, black women, 

youth and the unemployed, and the particular reasons why they 

may have decided not to vote. It cannot be assumed that the 

70% are ready for  recruitment to a Left, or socialist, project. 

 

The broad Left, represented by a handful of local movements, 

had a negligible impact in these elections, which reflects exist-

ing weaknesses and fragmentation. Routine protests against 

poor service delivery again were not translated into effective 

organisation that could attract the millions of disenchanted 

voters. The absence of a cohesive national movement of the 

working class and poor remains a major stumbling block, not 

only to participation in elections but especially to executing 

effective struggles. 

 

However, there were several examples of local movements 

producing radical programmes and fielding proven left-wing 

and socialist candidates, often with success. In some instances, 

these were community organisations with histories of cam-

paigning for improved service delivery. Movements that cam-

paigned under the banner of the Cry of the Xcluded (such as 

affiliates of the Assembly of the Unemployed and the Active 

United Front) registered important victories in a few localities. 

So too did a few branches of the SRWP, which defied the na-

tional leadership by standing in the elections.  

 

With only limited resources, these groups entered the elections 

as one tactic to advance the struggles of their communities. 

However modest their achievements, they show that it is possi-

ble to win support for a radical programme that challenges the 

failed policies of the elites. In contrast to the main parties who 

covet institutional power, these organisations offered more 

mobilisation and building of movements. Over the next two 

years, the ruling elite and their political representatives will 

make a gargantuan effort to persuade the 70% to support the 

status quo. They will be asking people to vote for the same 

parties and policies that were rejected in these elections. The 

situation demands a Left alternative. An historic opportunity 

exists to connect various local movements, including those that  

participated in the elections, to establish a foundation. And on 

this foundation to build a national movement that can chal-

lenge the status quo, principally through mass struggles and 

campaigns, and possibly also by mounting a challenge in elec-

tions. 

 

 

Noor Nieftagodien is the Head of the History Workshop at 

Wits University. 

This article was first published in the December 2021 issue 

of AMANDLA 



Page 6 

Virtually all future population growth is expected to take 

place in cities. A “megacity” is regarded as one in which the 

population size exceeds 8 million people, whereas a 

“hypercity” is one where population size exceeds 20 million! 

(This was the estimated size of the entire global population at 

the time of the French Revolution in 1789.) Johannesburg is 

SA’s biggest city. Its current population numbers about 5.6 

million people, and this is estimated to grow to about 7.5 mil-

lion by 2035. 

What distinguishes the global rise in urbanisation (perhaps 

“slummification” is a more accurate term) in modern times is 

that it is accompanied by zero economic growth; rather, it is a 

product of IMF-led policies of de-industrialisation and auster-

ity. Thanks to competition-led innovations, capitalist produc-

tive capacity has simultaneously resulted in over-supply and 

underemployment. We thus have a scenario where goods are 

piling up in warehouses and food dumped in the sea, while 

millions are starving for lack of means.     

Nigerian writer Fidelis Balogun describes the coming of IMF-

mandated Structural Adjustment Programmes in the mid-

1980s as the equivalent of a great natural catastrophe. (Cited 

in Mike Davis’s article “Planet of Slums”) In South Africa, 

we are all too familiar with the kind of structural adjustment 

programmes that were so eagerly adopted by the Mbeki re-

gime in the mid-1990s —privatisation, deregulation, removal 

of import controls, enforced cost-recovery, downsizing of the 

THE “SLUMMIFICATION” OF THE PLANET 

It is estimated that some 1.6 billion people – a quarter of the world’s population – live in informal settlements. According 

to Habitat for Humanity, Khayelitsha in Cape Town is one of the 4 biggest slums in the world. In a 2018 article, it de-

scribes Khayelitsha in the following terms: 

In Cape Town, the shanty towns of Khayelitsha stretch for miles, a grim brown sea of ramshackle wood and 

iron shacks that confront visitors arriving at the airport but are out of view of the city’s glass towers or the leafy 

suburbs on nearby hills. 
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 public sector . . . combined with rampant corruption in govern-

ment and the public service, the SA public has been served up 

a toxic mix indeed.  When Carol Radoki speaks about how 

structural adjustment programmes have impacted, Africa, the 

list of woes is readily recognisable to the mass of South Afri-

cans:  

[Structural Adjustment in Africa includes] . . . capital 

flight, collapse of manufactures, marginal or negative 

increase in export incomes, drastic cutbacks in urban 

public services, soaring prices and a steep decline in 

real wages. 

In summary, cities in the Global South have become the mod-

ern-day dumping grounds for surplus populations. The global 

neoliberal economy offers no way out of this immiseration. In 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century, it might have 

been possible for substantial numbers of British and European 

workers similarly displaced by an industrial economy which 

couldn’t absorb them, to emigrate to the New World. As we 

have seen in the era of a Donald Trump, such pathways are cut

-off from most of today’s Third World slum-dwellers.  

In his article, Mike Davis asks a question that has certainly 

been occupying activists on the Left in South Africa: 

To what extent does an informal proletariat possess 

that most potent of Marxist talismans: historical 

agency? (Our emphasis) Can disincorporated labour 

be reincorporated in a global emancipatory project? 

Or is the sociology of protest in the immiserated meg-

acity a regression to the pre-industrial urban mob, 

episodically explosive during consumption crises, but 

otherwise easily managed by clientelism (i.e. via po-

litical and other connections) populist spectacle and 

appeals to ethnic unity (i.e. identity politics)? 

Few would disagree that July 2021 in KZN and Gauteng was 

certainly an expression of the kind of “regression” described in 

the Davis quote above. 

South Africa has sometimes been referred to as the “protest 

capital of the world.” However, it is true to say that most pro-

tests in our country have largely been spontaneous and episod-

ic in nature, and almost a matter of business-as-usual for the 

law enforcement authorities to extinguish via their tried-and-

tested method of containing the protests within acceptable 

boundaries, then allowing the protests to peter out.  

There is no silver bullet, and an article such as this cannot pro-

vide finished answers to the Big Questions facing the Left. 

However, perhaps the reference to historical agency by Davis 

provides a useful entry-point to a serious discussion of how 

this agency can be unlocked and mobilised.  

There is little evidence that the neoliberal capitalist economy 

can come anywhere close to providing the kind of emancipa-

tion from poverty needed on a global scale; there is alarming 

evidence of ecological degradation fast approaching and pass-

ing irreversible limits to sustained life on the planet; all credi-

ble scientific evidence suggests that viral pandemics of the 

kind we are currently enduring will be with us for the foreseea-

ble future . . . and the ranks of the poor continue to swell while 

their living conditions continue to worsen. 

We know what has to be done: we know that the challenge 

facing us is to be part of the process of building and uniting 

peoples’ structures, both in the community and in the work-

place, and to promote the counter-culture of socialism.  We 

have to accomplish this outside of the bourgeois parliament 

and other ruling class structures. We have to be part of a pro-

cess that sees a commitment to non-racialism and non-sexism 

transcend and subordinate identity politics. 

“A people united will never be defeated” is not an empty 

catchphrase when it leads to the mobilisation of people’s pow-

er in mass, organised, focused and above all, united action.   

We know what has to be done: let’s do it. 
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