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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

“Trump, Zuma, Brexit” aims to articulate a new theory of the “world Anti-Black racism; Brexit;
historical” reversing the relationship of north and south - of “uni- racial capitalism; Trump;
versal knowledge” and “raw fact” - instead establishing white supremacy; Zuma

a theoretical ground from the southern hemisphere and toward
the north. The echoes and parallels of the current political, eco-
nomic, and social moment across the distinct national geographies
of South Africa, the US, and the UK, suggest two things: one, that
white supremacy, neoliberal capitalism, and extreme inequality are
foundational to the current world order; and two, that South Africa
offers a very particular perspective. The paradox of anti-Black racism
in South Africa — the fact that Black people remain the primary
extractive targets of racial capitalism despite the country’s demo-
cratic transition — begins to show how intractable the problem of
racial capitalism is both in its geographical extent and given its
historical reach from the moment of the rise of Atlantic capitalism
into the present.

Introduction

A colleague tells me Rwandans think of Boris Johnson as “copy-paste” Trump. Presumably,
that makes 45 “copy-paste” Zuma.

In December 2017 several of us came together at the American Anthropological
Association Annual Meeting in Washington, DC. Our panel, “Trump, Zuma,
Brexit,” addressed a set of possible parallels and comparisons between the US,
South Africa, and the UK amidst mounting evidence of self-serving financial
dealings by then-President Jacob Zuma. The “State of Capture” report and the
work of the State Capacity Research Project described the systematic plunder of
the public coffers; a well-organized network of powerful rent-seekers; and the
transformation of the constitutional state into a shadow state." Beyond the deple-
tion of resources and the use of public sector authority to legitimate private
interest, Zuma aimed to strengthen his political base by stoking ethno-racial
hatreds. Though Zimbabweans and Mozambicans, Nigerians and Congolese
could hardly be blamed for the structural unemployment that already plagued

CONTACT Anne-Maria Makhulu 8 amakhulu@duke.edu
'See Madonsela, “State of Capture,” and Bhorat et al, “Betrayal of the Promise.”
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the country in the late 1990s, they were newly being accused of stealing jobs from
native-born South Africans.

Our contention was that while thinking about the United States and Britain, Trump
and Brexit, was in itself an interesting exercise, doing so alongside a focus on South Africa
offered a very particular perspective. We aimed to articulate a new theory of what I would
like to call the “world historical” reversing the usual relationship of north and south - of
“universal knowledge” and “raw fact” - instead beginning in the southern hemisphere.”
In so doing, “new geographies of theory” would define the world historical circumstances
in which the politics and sentiments of South Africans, Americans, and Britons increas-
ingly converged.’ Panelists drew on the insights of South African anthropology addres-
sing a variety of questions ranging from concerns with ethno-nationalism,* resurgent
anti-Black racism,” precarious gender, sex, class, and race intersections, and a new
populism. Zuma’s invocation of “patriotic capitalism” powerfully resembled Trump’s
protectionist tendencies and the British government’s Brexit strategy.

Beyond the location of our theorizing, we also aimed to explore the dimension of time.
South African events seemed antecedent, prefigural, anticipatory; a foreshadowing of things
unfolding elsewhere. The degree to which Jacob Zuma’s presidency - he served two terms
before having to resign in February 2018 - prefigured Trump’s ascension to the White
House has not been lost on South Africans. After all, South Africa’s financial crisis preceded
the 2008 crisis that slowed global credit markets®; South Africa’s protest movements
anticipated the Arab Spring and Occupy movement’; and Zuma’s trial on rape charges
and subsequent acquittal forewarned of Trump and Johnson, who also faced rape and
sexual harassment allegations that went nowhere.® The recursive nature of these moments
is curious. And leads me to ask: one, what is the relationship between the racism, homo-
phobia, ableism, anti-foreigner sentiment, and misogyny promoted by all three?” And, two,
why in each of these versions of neoliberal austerity are minorities and the poor the targets?

Trump, Zuma, Brexit

The broadly political and economic conditions that made Brexit, Trump’s
November 2016 “victory,” and Zuma’s almost decade-long grasp on the South African
presidency possible bear further consideration. From the fact of a referendum as with the
blunt instrument that all referenda are — an exercise from which actual choices are
evacuated — to the prominence of a politics of exclusion, a decisively racist set of
strategies to maintain closed borders, Brexit emerged in June 2016 as populism deepened
globally. But as with Brexit, political choices remained limited in both the US and South
Africa. Whether for reasons of Republican and Democrat two-partyism, or African
National Congress two-thirds majoritism, meaningful choices vanished at the ballot

2See Comaroff and Comaroff, Theory from the South.

3Roy, “The 21st-Century Metropolis,” 819-830.

“White, “A Post-Fordist Ethnicity.”

>Gibson, “What Happened to the ‘Promised Land'?"

5See James, Money from Nothing, and Bond, “Debt, Uneven Development and Capitalist Crisis.”

’See Mitchell et al, Occupy.

8See Motsei, The Kanga and the Kangaroo Court.

9See Robson, “The Sexual Misconduct of Donald J. Trump”; Burns, “The White House claimed Trump is pro-LGBTQ";
Bienkov, “Boris Johnson called gay men ‘tank-topped bumboys™; Pather, “Jacob Zuma and his sexism”; Seale, “Zuma’s
anti-gay comments lead to backlash.”
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box as “democracy” confronted its own exhaustion.'’ In the US, the Republican vote
reflected less economic anxiety and more status anxiety as racism redefined the ballot box
as a site of libidinal impulses."!

I am struck by the moment - the world-historical, world-making, and world-disrupting
moment - that is for South Africa ostensibly postcolonial and for the US and the UK
postimperial, or nearly so. The “post” is vexing, and in it lies a challenge of reckoning the
present with pasts that relied simultaneously on the building of national community, and
the acceleration of capital flows, together with the rise of racial hatreds in the project of
slavery, settler colonialism, and empire. Yet such hatreds haunt the present in a new form.
Brexit isolationism, doubtless triggered by worries over postindustrial unemployment in
a demographically shifting Britain, has its analog in “America First” politics — inspired by
white supremacy. So far so good, the comparisons are straightforward enough. But how
does South Africa fit into this picture? How is it possible to argue that postliberation, state
policies persist in denigrating Black people in a Black majority society? A postcolony,
certainly; but fully decolonized, certainly not. The sense of incompletion is palpable and the
demands for a full decolonization grow louder within unions, in the moment of the
Marikana Massacre,'? during #FeesMustFall,"” or the many service delivery protests, anti-
eviction, and anti-privatization campaigns of the last two decades and more.'* Such
demands arise not only from the residues and traces of apartheid, but are given newly
kindled anti-foreigner sentiment that finds justification in 30% unemployment, widespread
poverty, and the failures of a transition that would not - or could not — address the legacy of
colonial dispossession. Zuma while in office cultivated deep xenophobia just as Trump’s
attempt to “Make America Great Again” (MAGA) and Johnson’s successful exit from the
European Union imply not only a refusal of the stranger,'” but a refusal of the stranger in
“black face.”

Ann Stoler has noted the inseparability of race and state-making. In her reading of
Foucault, the concept of “race” is genericized, extending its meaning beyond considera-
tions of pigment - an assumption surely born of the American experience.'® In her most
recent book, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times, Stoler notes that racism encom-
passes the institutional logics of the state and the state’s insistence on “security” as
a defense, though against what is not always self-evident. Covering everything from the
rise of National Front politics in 1990s France to the macabre rituals of racial-sexual
sadism in Abu Ghraib,'” Stoler asks readers to confront a lacuna of analytical vision. She
asks: “Why, when understandings of the racial and sexual politics of empire generated
such critical scholarship in preceding decades, did some of us who studied those inter-
pellations take so long to respond to their current forms?”'® Stoler goes on to propose

%See for example Comaroff and Comaroff, Law and Disorder; Crouch, Post-Democracy; Harvey, A Brief History of
Neoliberalism; Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception; Barchiesi, Precarious Liberation.

"Trump supporter average earnings placed them squarely in the ranks of the middle class at $70 K annual income. See
Mutz, “Status Threat, Not Economic Hardship.” See also Darity et al, “Stratification Economics.”

2plexander et al, Marikana.

3Gee Booysen, Fees Must Fall, and Gillespie and Naidoo, “#FeesMustFall.”

TSee Desai, “We Are the Poors”; Bond and McInnes, “Decommodifying Electricity in Post-apartheid Johannesburg”; Desai
and Pithouse, “What Stank in the Past”; Pithouse, “A Politics of the Poor.”

SKristeva, Strangers to Ourselves.

'6See Rosa and Bonilla, “Deprovincializing Trump.”

7See also Puar, Terrorist Assemblages.

'8Stoler, Duress, 311.
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essential “concept-work” with the aim of developing a better understanding of historical
recursivity — a point to which I will return in due course.

Anti-Black racism and the truth of the world

Under conditions of neoliberalism, the search for market efficiencies comes at the cost of
human, animal, and plant lifeways and in the wholesale cheapening of nature,' a process
David Harvey has vocally denounced as “accumulation by dispossession.”*’ In his telling
of it, contemporary capitalism robs the world of value not solely by exploiting living labor
and natural resources, but through pillage on a scale so extensive as to depend on political
power exercised as domination. If the “mode of regulation” - imperialism in a new
form - produces extremes of resilience and susceptibility; of access to political and
economic power for some and for others — the most vulnerable — ever greater proximity
to systemic cruelty.”’ That vulnerability has its roots in those shifts occasioned by
deindustrialization in the 1970s and the beginning of a process of hollowing social
benefits — including public housing, food assistance, education, and healthcare.”* More
recently, “austerity” in the UK and budget “sequestration” in the US have resulted in
massive wealth transfers from public to private sectors as they have through corporate
welfare, tax cuts, and financial speculation. A fast and abstract violence that destroys
geographies, habitats, and possibilities; the deeply biopolitical logic of neoliberal capital
affords some life and others death.>> But besides the demographic terror of capital, capital
also unleashes libidinal racial hatreds. For South Africa, transitioning so late to democ-
racy and facing an almost three-hundred-and-fifty-year legacy of settler colonialism,
neoliberalism introduces new forms of destitution and “attritional violence”** that with
laser accuracy target a Black majority.

It is my view that taken as a whole, neoliberal imperialism draws on a relationship
between transnational whiteness and money capital, particularly circulating as credit or
money in its most abstract form.>” To see the power of money take over the power of the
political, to recognize that the way into the White House is less through the front door
(through “free and fair” elections) and more through the behind-the-scene work of Super
PACS,”® to see financialization incur greater and greater inequality of opportunity,
wellbeing, and care is to understand the indirect (as well as direct) relationship between
big money and racism. By this, I mean racism both in the broad sense that Foucault
intended and in the even vaster sense that the whole history of the world becomes
a history of anti-Black racism.”” Marx, despite relative neglect of the sources of value
deriving from New World slavery, was willing to acknowledge that the sale and purchase
of human beings constituted the very “pedestal” on which capitalism was built.”® This

¥See Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World and Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life.

Harvey, The New Imperialism, 137-182. See also Luxemburg, The Accumulation of Capital.

Z1See for example Arrighi, The Long Twentieth Century.

225055 et al, Disciplining the Poor; Sharkey, Stuck in Place; Makhulu, “Introduction.”

Z5ee Watts, “Struggles over Geography.”

24Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, 2.

25See Makhulu, “The Conditions for After Work” and “The Debt Imperium” and Joseph, Debt to Society.

%In the US Political Action Committees (PACs) raise unlimited sums of money from the private sector, as well as
individuals and unions, for purposes of indirect financial support to parties and candidates.

27See Wilderson, Afropessimism.

25ee Marx, Capital, 925.
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history is critical to the ways in which we have to understand the racial logic of money as
driven by an original sin of which it cannot be cleansed.

It is no coincidence then that post-Brexit Britain and Trump’s Make America Great
Again policies aim to protect borders from “migrants”* and foreign capital. In South
Africa, the steady consolidation of political and economic power affords a small minority
a seamlessness of experience between moments of effort and reward while the aspirations
of ordinary people remain largely unrealized. For most there is only a deep, wounding
sense of scission. This difference is in itself instructive for the ways in which white
experience in South Africa is so tightly bound up in the arc of transnational whiteness,
drawing on a sense of world community to call upon Trump to rescue white farmers from
the clutches of an imagined marauding and land-grabbing Black mob, for example.*

All that being said, the logic of racism in contemporary South Africa complicates
a relationship of minority and majority, because to imagine racism there, specifically anti-
Black racism, resets the panic elicited by the idea of a minority - the phenomenon that
Appadurai names in the title of his book Fear of Small Numbers. And while South Africa’s
transition from apartheid to democracy symbolically closed the door on a long history of racial
capitalism, practically speaking, racial capitalism remains critical to a postapartheid reality in
which Black poverty, Black disenfranchisement, and “white monopoly capital” persist.*"

To use the term “white monopoly capital” or “WMC” is said to be ill-advised. The
reasons are several — the first is definitional; the second political. The argument goes thus:
to the degree Black capital exists at all, investment and ownership are complicated by
their entanglements with white money, with white asset managers, and white funding of
Black direct investment. Put differently, patterns and percentages of ownership and
control need specifying. On the other hand, the growing power of financial institutions
with limited accountability whether in Black or white control matters too. Which is to say
that WMC is simply too crude, too simplistic a notion, and perhaps too out of date to
paint an accurate economic picture disaggregated by race.

The other line of argument relies on the Gupta and Zuma families (also known as the
“Zuptas”)** and their powerful rent-seeking network. Once their role in state capture
became apparent, following the Public Protector’s damning 2016 report, the Guptas and
President Zuma set to a defense of their actions by coopting radical ideology. Posing as
defenders of economic development and transformation, they sought to turn public
attention toward the private sector as a primary beneficiary of racial capitalism.” The
Guptas’ singular efforts to promote a smear campaign®* aimed to distract and thus to
conceal their own illegal rent-seeking and redirection of procurement spending into
private hands. This fact is certainly worthy of critique. But to my mind there has been too

2The term “migrant” implies something informal, something other than an asylum seeker, refugee, or immigrant.

30See de Greef and Karasz, “Trump Cites False Claims of Widespread Attacks on White Farmers in South Africa.”

31See Segal, “How Bell Pottinger, P.R. Firm for Despots and Rogues, Met Its End in South Africa.” See also Fanon, The
Wretched of the Earth; Robinson, Black Marxism; Alexander, One Nation, One Azania.

*2The Gupta family settled in South Africa just before the democratic transition. Ushering from Uttar Pradesh they very
quickly invested in a number of local businesses. In due course, their undue influence and clear ties to then President
Zuma put them front and center in the state capture scandal that came to a head in 2015-2016 and eventually forced
Zuma's resignation in early 2018. The Guptas have since fled South Africa and are currently residing in self-imposed
exile in Dubai to avoid arrest in South Africa.

3Bhorat et al, “Betrayal of the Promise,” 6.

340 Segal documents, the smear campaign was conducted with the help of the now disbanded British PR firm, Bell
Pottinger.
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great a compensation — a pendulum swing all the way in the other direction - to argue
that the expression “white monopoly capital” should be abandoned altogether; that it
paints with too broad a brush whole segments of the private sector, and that it is
a conceptually blunt tool. As much as I have great difficulty with the Guptas’ bullying
tactics and their attempt to sow the most damaging racial suspicions about white control
of the South African economy, I have enormous difficulty too with the critiques of such
strategies that — at one and the same time — deny the possibility that, in fact, South Africa
continues to operate by an economic and racial logic that advantages those who were
advantaged historically. Further, inasmuch as questions of ownership and control are
complicated by degrees of direct and indirect relations of investment, nevertheless, one
fact remains abidingly true: Black labor is superexploited or superfluous in relation to the
system of racial capitalism. By this I mean that the structure of the South African political
economy is such that Black people are either targets of predation or manifestly disposable
and in neither circumstance can they be considered the beneficiaries.

In The Wretched of the Earth Fanon went to great lengths to stress the similarity of power
relations on either side of liberation. Unable to fully break with the past, the new national
bourgeoisie very quickly realized “its historical mission as intermediary” connecting state
and capital in ways that secured continuity with the prior colonial order.’ In the details,
debates about white monopoly capital conceal what is apparent with the benefit of distance
and perspective, that South Africa’s transition to democracy dismantled many aspects of
the colonial order, but not entirely so. And that presently, confronted with a little more than
twenty-five years of “freedom”, activists have turned their attentions, energies, and efforts
to fully decolonizing South African society and economy.”®

% b b X

The great sociologist, Harold Wolpe, long ago noted capital’s reliance on racist ideology as
a means of reproducing “segregation and racial discrimination generally, but also as ... the
means for the reproduction of a particular mode of production.”’ Early capitalist expansion
derived its force from Atlantic slavery and the appropriation and sale of Black bodies to create
what Mintz called “false commodities.”*® Whether or not racism emerged from or anticipated
the trade in human beings, Marx had already connected the fact of wage labor in industrial
Europe to New World slavery.” Till now the commonsense view has been the opposite, i.e.,
the uneven outcomes of capitalist development produced racism. But perhaps, in line with
Wolpe and a number of others, it is time to embrace a contrary view and insist instead on “the
racial presuppositions of capitalist development.”*’

Where this analysis leaves us is unclear, though the articulation of race and capital, of
racism, nationalism, and protectionism unifies the US, UK, and South African cases. In
Britain, now on the other side of protracted negotiations and subsequent exit from the
European Union, still the desire to close off the flow of people, goods, and currencies
gestures to the recursivities of empire - the aphasia, as Stoler would term it, in relation to

35Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 100.

365ee for example Motimele, “The Rupture of Neoliberal Time”; Chantiluke, Rhodes Must Fall; Makhulu, “Reckoning with
Apartheid”; Harney and Moten, The Undercommons.

3"Wolpe, “Capitalism and Cheap Labour-Power in South Africa,” 429.

38See Mintz, Sweetness and Power; also see Baucom, Specters of the Atlantic.

39Gee Marx, Capital; Robinson, Black Marxism; Mintz, Sweetness and Power.

*OCrichlow, Northover, and Giusti-Cordero, Race and Rurality in the Global Economy, x.
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the Windrush generation and the recent efforts by the Home Office to deport many of
those who arrived in Britain in the early postwar period from the West Indies.*' Compare
this with the US Department of Homeland Security’s role in policing borders, in
declaration of a southern border overrun by asylum-seekers who have been recast as
“illegals.” The support for such policies comes, in part, from those who feel excluded
from the gains of globalization; who, instead, suffer the blunt force of job losses and
permanent redundancy given increasing mechanization, financialization, and a general
restructuring of economic life. Yet exit poll data from the 2016 US presidential election
does not support a “disenfranchisement” thesis. More than the economy, racism - an
American reflex of long standing - better explains the choice of a candidate given to
racist, homophobic, ableist, misogynistic, Islamophobic ranting.*” The Trump presi-
dency conjures America’s original sin: of indigenous genocide, land grab, and slavery;
the ideology of America First and thus the Klan. Recurrence is less repeated than
something reworked, “uneven and disruptive,”* even as the past never leaves us and
never resolves itself such that racial capitalism continues to shape and reshape contem-
porary political formations globally.

I had reckoned that thinking about South Africa and the paradox of anti-Black racism
in a Black majority country would illuminate a set of general problems of our moment -
tacking back and forth between the obvious comparison between Brexit and MAGA
politics in order to show that anti-Black racism exists everywhere. It exists in the pleas of
African migrants arriving on rafts and small boats on Sicilian shores, their rejection by
Italian officials eager to promote Fortress Europe ideology. It exists in the rejection,
humiliation, and at times deadly violence meted out on foreign-born Africans in South
Africa, fueled by xenophobia at the very highest levels of government. It exists, perhaps
most visibly, in this moment in the Movement for Black Lives protests in the wake of
George Floyd’s death at the hands of police in Minneapolis.

This historical moment speaks to me in both its contradictions and consistencies with
that strange time following World War II when the world, in responding to the horrors of
the Holocaust, sought to set to rights, through human rights, the fact of genocide. And
yet, in the very same timeframe as the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, the world witnessed national formations emerge on the basis of division, whether
in the Partition of India and Pakistan, whether in the founding of Israel, or whether in the
establishment of apartheid in South Africa. What exactly this says about our present,
I cannot exactly say. But the distinctiveness of the late 1940s and the reconfiguration of
national sovereignties to address both division and unification is striking. Just as in the
time of Trump, Zuma, and Brexit, the relationship between capital and race, markets and
populations has seemed both contradictory and consistent.

Epilogue

In the most recent “re-open America” protests — what some have better described as acts
of terrorism — protestors’ responses to stay-at-home orders during the global pandemic

“IStoler, Duress, pp. 122-170.
“2For a partial catalog of Trump’s anti-Islam statements and policies, see Hilal, “Trump’s Year in Islamophobia.”
“Khatib, “Where the Past Was, There History Shall Be,” 34.
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have been striking for their near suicidalism. Crowded plazas and state capital gardens
have become staging grounds for the anti-science, anti-vaxxer, climate change and
COVID-19 deniers, second amendment open carry gun owners, and white supremacists.
I say a near “suicidalism” for the fact that many such demonstrators have been all too
willing to join a throng unprotected, unmasked, and defiant if only to express
a combination of understandable fear and frustration over the loss of jobs during the
economic shutdown.** But they have been equally willing to “stand their ground”
(George Zimmerman style*®) and in so doing to mobilize private means of coercion in
the fight against porous borders; and with disregard for those who would be forced to
place themselves at risk in getting back to work, a great number of whom are racial
minorities. The “I need a haircut” meme, common to many such demonstrations, and
suggesting that those in the service industries should reopen, ignores that those who serve
those industries would be risking their lives. More noteworthy still is the deep anti-Black
racism of certain white responses to the pandemic (including the desire to “sacrifice the
weak” to corporate profit), suggesting that white people are prepared to engage in
violence even to themselves in the cause of doing violence to Black people — a point
that Tiffany Willoughby-Herard has ably argued in a different context.*

Contrast this with the #JusticeForGeorgeFloyd protests ignited by Floyd’s death in
Minneapolis on May 25, 2020 at the hands of police. What started as a local protest in
that city spread across the United States and then across the world, morphing from
agitation around police brutality into a larger and now revitalized Movement for Black
Lives. Ever-expanding as the movement crossed oceans and national borders, the hashtag
#FedUprising began to signal a larger project of anti-imperialism and anti-racism on
a planetary scale. And throughout the growth of this movement, the voices for reform
and revolution, for a second Civil Rights Movement, for a “third Reconstruction,” for
global reparation - all these demands grew louder and unfolded in the midst of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Distinct from “re-open America” protests, for the most part,
protestors sought to engage in self- and collective care through masking, distancing as
best they could, and efforts to develop and sustain ethical practices of organizing,
peaceable protest, self-defense, and even at times defense of police.

I am full of hope for a new world - as yet still struggling to come into being.
#ALutaContinua!

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

““The complexities of protest are such that any sociology of the crowd cannot engage fully the multiple, variate, and
distinct individual and collective engagements with questions of civil disobedience, nonviolence, infiltration, and
competing agendas. Thus, my characterization here simply follows what has been generally noted of the anti-racism
protests.

“5George Zimmerman shot and killed Trayvon Martin on February 26, 2012, acting as if an appointed security guard for
the gated community in Sanford, Florida where he was a resident. Despite repeated requests from police dispatch to
stand down, instead Zimmerman “stood his ground.” “Stand your ground” laws in Florida permit private citizens to
discharge firearms as a “right of self-defense against threats or perceived threats, even to the point of applying lethal
force.” Trayvon Martin was returning from purchasing food at a neighborhood store, he was 17 years old, unarmed, and
on his way to visit family in the complex where Zimmerman lived and served on the neighborhood watch.

“SWilloughby-Herard, Waste of a White Skin.
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