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T
he COVID-19 pandemic has both revealed and 
deepened structural inequalities around the world. 
Nearly every country has been hit by economic 
downturn, but the impacts are unevenly felt. With-

in and across countries, the people who have suffered 
most are those already disadvantaged by race, class, 
gender, or place of birth, reflecting the harsh inequality 
that has characterized our world for centuries. 

This deepening inequality haunts our global future. 
According to a report released by Oxfam in January 
2021, “Billionaire fortunes returned to their pre-pan-
demic highs in just nine months, while recovery for the 
world’s poorest people could take over a decade.”

International scientific collaboration has yielded 
multiple vaccines against the novel coronavirus. But the 
most vulnerable people and countries have been last in 
line for doses, or are not in line at all, threatening a vac-
cine apartheid. If that continues, it will be impossible to 
end the pandemic, as the virus will continue to mutate 
and spread across borders.

“Global Apartheid” Is More Than a  
Metaphor
The term “apartheid” comes from South Africa, noto-
rious in the 20th century as the last stronghold of white 
minority rule. Political apartheid in South Africa ended 
in 1994 with free elections open to South Africans of all 
races. But South Africa and the world are still embed-
ded in an international system of inequality reflecting 
the history of European conquest and domination.

In this system, wealth and power are still structured 
by race and place, both within and between nations. 

Whether or not one labels it global apartheid, there are 
striking parallels with South African apartheid.

In July 2020, UN Secretary-General António Gu-
terres, in the annual Nelson Mandela lecture, addressed 
what he called the “inequality pandemic” and called the 
world to a “new social contract.” Such a contract, it is 
clear, will not happen quickly. But it will not happen at 
all unless millions around the world mobilize to make 
it happen.

South African Apartheid Was Part of a 
Global System of Unequal Rights
South Africa shares a history of white supremacy with 
other white settler states, including the United States, 
as Senator Robert Kennedy acknowledged in a speech 
to students in Cape Town in 1966. Its apartheid regime 
was part of a world order defined for centuries by hi-
erarchies of racial privileges both between and within 
countries.

Since the discovery of diamonds and gold in the 
late 19th century, South Africa and its neighbors in 
the Southern African region had been linked closely to 
Western economies, particularly the United States, En-
gland, and continental Europe. Internally, apartheid in 
South Africa was a multilevel system of labor control 
and differential rights, paralleling the global hierarchy. 
There were gradations of privilege for whites, Asians, 
“Coloured,” and “natives,” as well as for “natives” in 
urban areas, those in rural “homelands,” and “foreign 
natives.”

Beginning in the 1960s, when independent African 
countries joined the United Nations, the end of political 
apartheid played out on a global stage. Exposure of the 
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South African regime’s inhumanity, including forced la-
bor, torture, and attacks on neighboring states, led the 
United Nations General Assembly in 1974 to designate 
apartheid as a crime against humanity.

Transnational Solidarity Was Essential to the 
Anti-Apartheid Movement
Over the next two decades, the regime maintained high-
ly visible repression within its borders while also wag-
ing proxy wars that devastated the entire Southern Afri-
can region. The human toll on South Africans and their 
neighbors mounted into millions of lives lost. South 
Africa’s Western allies, despite growing willingness to 
speak against apartheid, stubbornly maintained their 
military and economic ties with the regime.

In opposing white minority rule, the South Afri-
can liberation movements relied on mobilizing internal 
opposition, but they also issued appeals for support 
worldwide. They called for sanctions against the white 
minority regime and for direct support for South Af-
rican liberation, including support for armed struggle. 
This outreach was essential because of the extent to 
which rich Western countries both profited from and 
sustained the South African economy and state.

Those calls were answered in different ways by 
governments, by multilateral bodies such as the Orga-
nization of African Unity and the United Nations, and 
by hundreds of solidarity organizations in almost every 
country of the world.

Solidarity Was Based on the Recognition of 
Common Humanity
By the 1980s it was possible to speak of a transnational 
anti-apartheid movement. But it was a movement that 
drew in many different constituencies, with varying 
connections to and understandings of the situation in 
South Africa. For people in Africa and other world re-
gions who had themselves experienced European con-
quest and colonial rule, the connection was clear. In the 
United States, too, the long history of the Black freedom 
movement closely paralleled that in South Africa. And 

the entire world recalled the anti-fascist struggle of the 
mid-20th century and its promises of freedom. South 
Africans seeking solidarity understood that they were 
speaking to specific audiences, not to an undifferenti-
ated global community, and they strove to meet people 
where they were.

The fundamental message of the transnational an-
ti-apartheid movement was, and remains, equal rights 
for all, applicable not only in South Africa but around 
the world. We must learn to live and work together on 
the basis of our common humanity, as expressed in the 
African concept Ubuntu.

That does not mean calling for neutrality or cover-
ing up the realities of injustice and oppression. It does 
mean rejecting the principle of separation (the literal 
meaning of “apartheid”) and bringing people into more 
inclusive communities with a common vision of justice 
for all.

Collective Action Relied on Diverse  
Strategies and Multiple Constituencies
In the 1980s, activists developed a range of collective 
action strategies to support South African calls for po-
litical liberation. These included divestment of corpo-
rate, pension, and municipal funds from institutions 
invested in apartheid, as well as protests, mobilizations, 
and campaigns. Local activists used their own experi-
ence and knowledge of specific places and specific insti-
tutions to craft appropriate strategies and tactics.

The movement drew in politicians and civil servants 
in national governments, staff of multilateral institu-
tions, leaders of religious, student, trade union, profes-
sional, and social justice organizations, and grassroots 
leaders in local communities. These diverse actors built 
collective power and worked together for a common 
cause. In doing so, they had to look beyond racial and 
national divides, work through internal debates about 
strategy, and overcome conflicts driven by ideology and 
personal ambition.

The same general principles apply today to move-
ments confronting a global pandemic, the climate cri-
sis, and rising overt threats from authoritarianism, xe-
nophobia, and racism. But today’s global movements 
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must also confront not only new global realities but also 
enduring injustices not addressed by the anti-apartheid 
movement or other national freedom struggles of the 
20th century.

The Victory Against South African Apartheid 
Was Real But Incomplete
The victory we celebrated with the election of Nelson 
Mandela in 1994 was real, as were earlier victories in 
freedom struggles in other times and places. But that 
victory was by no means complete. Democratic political 
rights, in South Africa or any other country, are essen-
tial prerequisites for social and economic justice—but 
provide no guarantees. Indeed, the 21st century has 
brought steadily widening inequality and mounting 
threats to democracy, in South Africa and in countries 
around the world. 

Today we have a new set of intersecting crises, with 
the authoritarian playbook of “divide and rule” gain-
ing ground in many countries. In meeting this moment, 
we can take inspiration and guidance from the collective 
victories of earlier generations. We must take seriously 
the truth that none of us are free until all of us are free. 
This principle, voiced over the years by Emma Lazarus, 
Fannie Lou Hamer, and Martin Luther King Jr., must 
apply across all the intersecting divisions that separate 
us from each other, including national borders as well as 
the familiar triad of divisions by race, class, and gender. 

The transnational anti-apartheid movement is one 
powerful illustration of how this principle can be ap-
plied. First, the movement built strong personal and 
organizational ties across borders in commitment to a 
common cause. Second, global leadership came from 
those most endangered by South Africa’s apartheid re-
gime, namely movements in South Africa and neighbor-
ing countries.  

But that movement also had internal shortcomings. 
The greatest limitation, as in other movements target-
ing national, racial, or class injustice, was the failure 
to address gender injustice. Despite public celebration 
of women in the struggle, failure to listen to women’s 
voices, and even tolerance of gender violence, was more 

the rule than the exception. That remains the case today 
worldwide, despite the profusion of pledges to address 
gender equity.   

New Movements Give Hope for  
Global Solidarity
Over the past decade, as global inequalities have deep-
ened, a wave of movements has been charting new strat-
egies and paths forward. These movements include, to 
give just a few examples, Black Lives Matter, the cli-
mate justice movement, movements for women’s rights 
and LGBTQ rights, and union organizing among care 
workers and those in the informal economy, who are 
disproportionately women and youth.

These emergent movements build on new under-
standings of history as well as on an analysis of the cur-
rent moment. As Angela Davis noted in the Steve Biko 
Memorial Lecture in 2016, our work must be rooted in 
history yet must go beyond the limitations of the past. 
That means building structures that raise the voices of 
those who have been barred historically from leadership 
positions in social change movements. From the local to 
the global level, organizations and movements must fea-
ture “inclusiveness, interconnectedness, interdependen-
cy, intersectionality, and internationalism,” Davis told 
the audience at the University of South Africa.

The obstacles may seem overwhelming. But we can 
redefine the possible, argues Varshini Prakash of the 
Sunrise Movement, the youth movement that has put 
the Green New Deal at the center of the political debate 
on climate change in the United States. “In your de-
mands and your vision, don’t lead with what is possible 
in today’s reality but with what is necessary.” 

Whether on climate, on the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, or on rising inequalities by race, gender, class, and 
place of birth, joining forces for justice across national 
boundaries is not a choice. It is a necessity.

The COVID-19 pandemic is an immediate critical 
test of whether we can put this principle into practice. It 
will not be the last.
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A Movement,  
Not Just a Leader

Nelson Mandela, the imprisoned leader of 
the African National Congress, was the best-
known face of the anti-apartheid movement. 
Millions around the world watched as 
Mandela was released from prison in 
February 1990.  

Two months later, I sat in London’s 
Wembley Stadium with 70,000 others 
celebrating Mandela’s release and the 
start of a difficult but hopeful transition in 
the movement against political apartheid.  
Several Americans sat in front of me. 
It turned out they were from Pikesville, 
Maryland; I was born and raised in nearby 
Baltimore. Pikesville was a majority-
white suburb of folks who fled the city 
in the 1960s and ’70s in response to 
desegregation efforts.  Nonetheless, there 
we were in London, joined together in 
celebrating the success of a transnational 
solidarity movement led by Black and Brown 
South Africans.

That movement included not only iconic 
leaders like Mandela, but also grassroots 
leaders not in the international public eye. 
Just as important, it included countless 
activists around the world—a complicated mix 
of campaigners, national liberation parties, 
political formations and organizations, UN 
agencies, faith-based organizations, unions, 
students, and scholars.

Such a coalition is just as essential in 
confronting today’s global apartheid.

— Imani Countess

Selected Resources on the 
Transnational Anti-Apartheid 

Movement
Have You Heard from Johannesburg? 
7-part video series on the transnational anti-
apartheid movement, available as video-on-
demand.

The Road to Democracy in South Africa: 
International Solidarity 
Extensive studies by South African and 
other scholars from the South African 
Democracy Education Trust. Some chapters 
downloadable.

African Activist Archive Project 
On-line digital documentation (more than 
10,000 items) from national and local activist 
groups in the United States.

The Anti-Apartheid Movement 
Brief summary and selected documents from 
South African History Online.

Walter Bgoya: From Tanzania to Kansas 
and Back Again 
The key role of Tanzania in Southern African 
liberation struggles.

O.R. Tambo’s forgotten speech at 
Chatham House 
Speech by ANC President Oliver Tambo, 
1985. 
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