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The Three Apartheids of Our Times (Money,
Medicine, Food): The Sixth Newsletter (2021).

Willie Bester (South Africa), Cross Roads, 1991.

Dear friends,
Greetings from the desk of the Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research.

In the early months after the World Health Organisation announced the coronavirus pandemic, the Indian
novelist Arundhati Roy wrote of her hope that the pandemic would be a ‘portal, a gateway between one world
and the next’. She hoped, in other words, that the world would recognise its grave problems, exacerbated by
the pandemic, and that there would be an opening towards a reorganisation of the social structures. Nothing
like that is possible unless the class character of the states in the majority of the world is transformed.

Mere recognition of the problem will not result in any epiphany in places such as the United States, Europe,
and the larger states of the developing world such as Brazil and India. In fact, the evidence over the course of
this past year has been the reverse: the dominant classes in these countries choose to use public money to bail
out the crisis-ridden and anti-people capitalist system, rather than to transform the system to put the interests
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of the majority of the people before the profits of the minority.

Shi Lu (People’s Republic of China), Fighting in Northern Shaanxi, 1958,

A recent report from Oxfam shows us that the ‘world’s ten richest men have seen their combined wealth
increase by half a trillion dollars since the pandemic began — more than enough to pay for a COVID-19


https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/mega-rich-recoup-covid-losses-record-time-yet-billions-will-live-poverty-least
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vaccine for everyone and to ensure no one is pushed into poverty by the pandemic’. Rather than use that
money for the vaccine and for poverty eradication, the money goes into illicit tax havens and inflated bank
accounts. Vaccine nationalism and increased starvation define capitalist society.

Meanwhile, in China, the socialist project has abolished absolute poverty during the pandemic. In November
2020, the authorities in Guizhou Province in southwest China announced that the last nine impoverished
counties were removed from the poverty list, which means that all 832 poor counties in the country have now
been lifted out of poverty. In seven years, the policies in China allowed 80 million people (roughly the entire
population of Germany) to depart from poverty; in total, around 850 million Chinese people have lifted
themselves out of poverty in the decades since the 1949 Revolution. There have been three metrics for this
transformation: first, that every Chinese family would no longer be below the rural poverty line; second, that
the communist project would end the ‘two worries” of hunger and clothing; third, that the Chinese state
would ensure the ‘three guarantees’ of education, health care, and housing. All of this occurred during the

pandemic.
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Antonio Berni (Argentina), Desocupados (‘Unemployed’), 1934.
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No question that the socialist project, developed largely in poor countries, is far superior to the capitalist
project, which has remained crisis-ridden despite the wealth of their countries. To provide only one figure to
illustrate the disastrous nature of this system, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) calculates that
the total labour income lost averaged 10.7% during the first three quarters of 2020, which represents $3.5
trillion in lost labour income (about 5.5% of global output in 2019). What this means is that the working class
in the capitalist states has lost its ability to pay to take care of the two worries (hunger and clothing) and the
three guarantees (education, healthcare, and housing), all of which are typically privatised.

Due to the weakness of the socialist states and the global socialist movement, the advantages of that project
are denigrated in an intensified information war and its logic of putting people before profit has not been able
to drive a global policy orientation. Instead, the present moment is defined by three apartheids.



https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_755910.pdf
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1. Money Apartheid. The external debt of developing countries is higher than $11 trillion, with projections
that debt servicing payments will amount to nearly $4 trillion by the end of this calendar year. Last year,
sixty-four countries spent more on debt servicing than on health care. There was modest talk about debt
service suspension, with some small assistance from various multilateral agencies. This talk of debt
suspension comes alongside the IMF injunction for states to borrow more money since interest rates are
low; rather than lend more, why not simply cancel the total external debt and — at the same time —
incorporate the at least $37 trillion that sits in illicit tax havens? The word that is often used to define debt
cancellation is ‘forgiveness’. However, there is nothing to forgive, since this debt is a consequence of a long
history of colonial theft and plunder. Richer countries are able to borrow at low to zero rates of interest,
while the developing world is charged usurious rates and has odious debts to pay off with precious funds
that should be going toward breaking the chain of COVID-19 infection.

2. Medical Apartheid. The WHO’s Director General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said recently that the
world is on the brink of a ‘catastrophic moral failure’. He was referring to the vaccine nationalism and
vaccine hoarding that mark the capitalist project. States in the North Atlantic (Canada, the United States,
the United Kingdom, and many European states) have shrugged aside the call from India and South Africa
to suspend intellectual property rules regarding the vaccine. These Northern states have underfunded the
COVAX project, which, as a result, is at a high risk of failure, with growing expectations that many people
in developing countries will not see a vaccine before 2024, and they have hoarded vaccines, with Canada
building up reserves of five vaccines per Canadian, drawing these vaccines from the COVAX. There is a
great divide between this kind of vaccine nationalism and the socialist internationalism on display from
Cuban and Chinese doctors. This is why it is essential to support the campaign for Cuba’s Henry Reeve
International Medical Brigade to be given the Nobel Peace Prize for 2021).

3. Food Apartheid. World hunger, which had declined from 2005 to 2014, has begun to rise since then (this
was despite the fact that China had eradicated hunger in this period). World hunger is now at 2010 levels.
The UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)’s 2020 report on food insecurity shows that the
number of those who are hungry will exceed 840 million by 2030. But this projection is low. The reduction
of the quantity and quality of food available to people has impacted two billion people (26% of the global
population); this large sector of the population has ‘experienced hunger’ and had no ‘regular access to
nutritious and sufficient food in 2019’. This data is from 2019, efore the pandemic. The UN’s World Food
Program projects that the number of those who are hungry could double before the pandemic is contained.

As this hunger pandemic escalates, logic suggests that policies would bend to assist farmers and agricultural
workers so that they can produce the kind of good quality food needed in the time of the pandemic. Subsidy
regimes should have been strengthened to enable food to be affordable. The IMF and the other multilateral
agencies, however, have shown no signs of giving latitude to the developing countries to subsidise public food
distribution systems. In India, the government of the extreme right had longed to break down the subsidy-
price support system, which it did, provoking a long-running farmer’s revolt; the outcome of the revolt
threatens to produce a new political reality in India. Behind the harsh policy to cut subsidies in places like
India lies a great hypocrisy, the essence of food apartheid: the United States has spent $1.7 trillion over the
past twenty years to subsidise its farmers, mostly corporate firms, while the European Union spends $65
billion per year to subsidise its farmers. What is good for the North Atlantic goose is not good for the Global
South gander.

These are the three apartheids that structure the world system outside of the countries that are committed to
a socialist project, who meanwhile face threats of military assault and ongoing hybrid war technologies (such
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as information war, economic war, and diplomatic war). The countries of the North Atlantic pursue a policy
of confrontation rather than cooperation, driving a view of the world crafted around stigma rather than

solidarity.

The pandemic could be a portal, but not because its outcome will automatically open the eyes of the elites.
They are funnelling money towards shoring up banks and making sure demand does not flatten. That is their
motivation. They are not going to cancel debt, produce a people’s vaccine, or ensure that food systems are
robust with farmers and agricultural workers in charge; they are not going to undo the apartheid structures by
themselves.

The negative impact of the pandemic on workers and peasants in the Global South, in particular, has a
tendency to deepen wage deflation that strengthens the bargaining power of the multinational corporations;
as incomes and wages deflate, and as social wages lessen, firms are able to command lower wages from the
workers. But this deterioration of living conditions that goes beyond the limits of endurance is met with
terocious resistance.

The Indian agricultural workers’ and farmers’ revolt, the Kenyan and Peruvian health workers’ strike, the
general protests of the people in Haiti and Tunisia, the struggles against the utter failure of the government
to tackle the pandemic in Brazil, the mass demonstrations for the legalisation of abortion in Argentina: these
are the contours of the uprisings of the people, what G.W.F Hegel called ‘the seriousness, the suffering, the
patience, and the labour of the negative’ in Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). It is this ‘labour of the negative’,
these struggles that are held up by organisations, these movements that are building the confidence and power
of the working class and peasantry, that would be able to drive an agenda forward. They build the road by
walking.
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Monsengo Shula (Democratic Republic of the Congo), La révolution numérigue ('Digital Revolution'), 2016.

The elite is not capable of solving the ordinary problems created by the normal crisis of capitalism; they are
certainly not capable of solving the extraordinary problems posed by the pandemic. That’s where movements
come in. They move an agenda forward to create the portal out of this pandemic, certainly, but — beyond that
— out of the wretchedness of capitalism.

Warmly,

Vijay
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| am Tricontinental:

Mwelela Cele, Researcher, Johannesburg Office.

As aresearcher for Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research in
South Africa, I miss the opportunity to visit archive repositories in
search of old images and other archival material. Because of Covid-19,
most archives and special collections are closed or are opened for only a
short time on certain days. I also miss being actively involved in dossier
and working document launches in-person through panels at The
Commune Bookshop and being involved in organising Colloquiums at
'The Forge, where we organised gatherings before Covid-19, discussing
politics and a wide range of issues that affect us. For now, the focus is on
online programmes, research, and publications: I am involved in
organising online discussions/webinars as well as accessing archival
material online, conducting oral history interviews, and researching
images for dossiers.
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