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Introduction

When the African National Congress (ANC) was elected in the country’s �rst ever 
one person, one vote election in 1994 the newly elected President Nelson Mandela 
set out a vision for a post-apartheid South Africa of a ‘people centred society…
[in] the pursuit of the goals of freedom from want, freedom from hunger, free-
dom from deprivation’ (cited in RSA, 1994: 6). In the shadow of the apartheid past, 
in which racialised inequalities were prescribed by law, the ANC undertook to re-
make South African society and in so doing forge a new form of democratic citi-
zenship. �e South African constitution was central to this and is o	en heralded as 
one of the most progressive in the world by virtue of its protection for social as well 
as political and civil rights. However, twenty years into South Africa’s democracy 
inequality has by a range of measures increased (see Marais 2011: 208 – 211) and this 
seriously compromises the ability of poor, Black2 South Africans, who were pre-
viously disenfranchised by apartheid, to claim social citizenship (Dawson 2010). 
�is chapter provides an outline of the contours of inequality in post-apartheid 
South Africa and argues that the promise of democratic citizenship has been com-

1 �e majority of this chapter was completed while at the South African Research Chair in So-
cial Change, University of Johannesburg. I would like to thank all my colleagues there who 
provided the stimulating intellectual environment in which these ideas were developed.

2 �is chapter follows the general conventions used in analysing ‘race’ in South Africa. �us, 
the term ‘Black’ refers to all the non-white groups designated under apartheid (Black Afri-
can, Coloured and Indian). While using these terms may run an acknowledged risk of reify-
ing ‘race’, the particular history of apartheid means that these categories still have a lived re-
ality both in terms of how people identify themselves but also in the enduring patterns of 
socio-economic exclusion. While it should be noted that poverty is not exclusively experi-
enced by Black people it heavily racialised.
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promised by a neoliberal development path. �at is a development path in which 
the State expands and defends the role of the free market in such a way that eco-
nomic rationalities seep into every area of social life (Harvey 2005; Von Schnitzler 
2008). Linking the analysis of post-apartheid social and economic policy to the 
lived experience of informal settlement and township residents, this chapter dem-
onstrates how the continuing and increasing inequalities serve to exclude poor, 
Black South Africans from democracy. Furthermore, the chapter re�ects how this 
exclusion has formed the basis for collective political responses to rising inequal-
ity and situates this response as part of a global protest wave against inequality. 
�e analysis developed in this chapter is based on research conducted over the last 
5 years that theorises the politics of protest and social movements in South Africa.

Social and economic policy post-apartheid

When the ANC took power in a government of national unity in 1994 it faced stark 
social, political and economic challenges a	er centuries of white political domi-
nation and racialised economic exploitation. Measures of inequality are, of course, 
contestable and it is not the aim of this chapter to discuss the relative merits of 
di�erent technical approaches to de�ning poverty and inequality and these de-
bates can be found elsewhere. �e indicators chosen in this chapter are intended 
to provide a broad picture of the contours of inequality in contemporary South 
Africa. At the beginning of a democratic South Africa the ANC faced consider-
able challenges;

 ■ Unemployment stood at 36.1 % in 1995 with 46 % of Black Africans unemployed 
compared to 6.7 % Whites (Terreblanche 2002: 373).

 ■ 24.9 % of the population lived on a monthly household income of under 
R  1 000, 99 % of these households were Black African and Coloured (Terre-
blanche 2002: 383).

 ■ In 1994 an estimated 12 million South Africans (approximately a quarter of the 
population) did not have access to piped water and approximately 21 million 
people did not have access to adequate sanitation (Dugard 2010: 180 – 1).

 ■ 49.1 % of the country’s households had no access to electricity (Africa Check 
2014).

 ■ 1.4 million people, 16 % of the population, lived in informal dwellings (Afri-
ca Check 2014).

�e Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) was the centre piece of 
the new government’s plan to forge a ‘better life for all’, the ANC’s election slogan. 
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�e RDP had initially been dra	ed by the ANC’s alliance partner the Congress of 
South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and was not only a programme of eco-
nomic policies but an important symbol for national reconciliation, redistribution 
and reconstruction (Blumenfeld, 1997). �e main impetus behind the RDP was to 
provide redress for decades of apartheid enforced poverty and inequality as well as 
to stimulate economic growth. As stated within the RDP document itself,

the �rst priority is to begin to meet the basic needs of people – jobs, land, housing, wa-
ter, electricity, telecommunications, transport, a clean and healthy environment, nutri-
tion, health care and social welfare (RSA, 1994: 7).

�e RDP had ambitious targets to create 2.5 million jobs within a decade, to build 
1 million low cost houses by the year 2000, to connect 2.5 million homes to the 
electricity grid and to provide water and sewage facilities to 1 million households 
(Cheru, 2001). Although described as a ‘le	-Keynesian’ document by Marais 
(2001), Williams and Taylor (2000) note that the redistributive content originally 
envisioned in the base document by the Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(COSATU) had been signi�cantly watered down within the �nal White Paper.

�e RDP carried a heavy burden of expectation from all corners of South Af-
rican society upon its shoulders. For the majority of ordinary South Africans the 
ANC’s 1994 election slogan ‘a better life for all’ captured the essence of their hopes 
that the RDP would deliver much needed improvements to basic infrastructure 
and the provision of housing, water and electricity to the majority of the popu-
lation. However, problems and weaknesses soon emerged. As Blumenfeld (1997) 
notes, the RDP white paper had presented a broad framework for socio-econom-
ic reform in which the �ne details of actual implementation had either been le	 
out or not worked out at all. Furthermore, the cabinet ministers tasked with im-
plementing the RDP were largely without previous experience of government and 
this was compounded by the fact that the municipal and provincial tiers of gov-
ernment largely responsible for service delivery were still undergoing major pro-
grammes of de-racialisation and restructuring.

Despite this the RDP did achieve some gains although these were far short of 
the ambitious targets. During the two years of the programme 233 000 homes were 
built, 1 million people were connected to the water supply and 1.3 million were 
connected to the electricity grid (Cheru 2001). Furthermore, under the RDP, free 
lifeline tari�s were introduced for water and electricity and the tari� structures for 
these services were created to re�ect ‘relative a�ordability’ (Egan and Wafer 2006). 
However, the scale and the need for basic services compared to delivery provid-
ed an easy opportunity for critics of the RDP to criticise the policy as unworkable. 
�is was compounded by continuing economic instability with the Rand losing a 
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quarter of its value between February and July 1996. �is strengthened the argu-
ments of sections of the business community who called for a greater move to-
wards neoliberalism (Williams and Taylor 2000). In what Adelzadeh describes as 
a ‘panic response to the…exchange rate instability and a lame succumbing to the 
policy dictates and ideological pressures of the international �nancial institutions’ 
(1996: 67), GEAR was introduced in 1996 as ‘in keeping’ (RSA, 1996: 1) with the 
goals of the RDP. However, for some commentators GEAR’s prescriptions were 
startlingly similar to the economic models which had been proposed by the apart-
heid government only a few years earlier and reminiscent of failed structural ad-
justment policies that had been applied elsewhere by the World Bank and IMF 
(Adelzadeh, 1996; Bond, 2000).

GEAR proposed to reduce the de�cit by restricting state spending, privatise 
some state-run enterprises and utilities and liberalise �nancial controls. GEAR en-
visioned promoting economic growth through expanding the private sector and 
boldly predicted average economic growth of 4.2 % a year with 270 000 jobs on av-
erage created a year (RSA, 1996: 5). �e growth model proposed by the ANC also 
envisioned a greater role for foreign direct investment which required greater la-
bour market �exibility and greater wage restraint (Lester et al, 2000). For Marais, 
the ANC’s adoption of GEAR marked a ‘momentous shi	’ (2011: 124) in the ideol-
ogy of a party whose constituency was overwhelmingly based within those most 
a�ected by apartheid. However, as for McKinley (2001) the introduction of GEAR 
was merely con�rmation of the direction which ANC policy had been moving in 
for quite some time.

When GEAR was introduced it was presented as being ‘in line’ with the goals of 
the RDP (McKinley 2001). However, as Marais highlights, ‘GEAR set no redistri-
butive targets and demurred on the linkage between growth and income redis-
tribution’ (2011: 116). Crucially, the introduction of GEAR had a signi�cant impact 
on the structure and function of municipal governance, which carries the prima-
ry responsibility for the delivery of services. As a result of the �scal restraints im-
posed by GEAR, signi�cant reductions were made in the capital transfers made 
between national and local government. In 2005/6 only 4.6 % of the national bud-
get was transferred to local municipalities. Increasingly municipalities are expect-
ed to deliver services critical for poverty alleviation, redistribution and econom-
ic growth from within their own tax base. �erefore, as van Donk and Pieterse 
(2006) note, the ability of a municipality to provide services rests on its ability to 
generate revenue from its tax base and is therefore contingent upon the degree of 
wealth or poverty within that base. Faced with reduced budgets and increasing re-
sponsibility for front line services many municipalities began cost cutting and cost 
recovery measures requiring the costs of providing services to be either wholly or 
partly recovered from the user. �ese changes unfolded at a time when GEAR had 
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failed to produce the expected levels of growth and unemployment remained high, 
particularly as a result of redundancies caused by trade liberalisation. McDonald 
(2002) re�ects that the market logic of post-apartheid local government marked 
a distinctive break from that of the apartheid past in which a large proportion of 
services were subsidised albeit in racially disparate ways by the state.

Inequality in contemporary South Africa

�e neoliberal development path set out in GEAR and in subsequent social and 
economic policies has prioritised economic growth and has rei�ed inequalities. 
Furthermore, South Africa’s reintegration into the global trade and �nancial mar-
kets a	er the decades of sanctions and boycotts during the apartheid years meant 
that it was hit hard by the global �nancial crisis. During 2008 – 2009 800 000 jobs 
were lost, signi�cantly worsening the high unemployment that South Africa al-
ready experiences (Verick 2012). Despite this, in the campaign for the 2014 na-
tional government elections President Jacob Zuma claimed that South Africa had 
‘a good story to tell’ twenty years into democracy. Indeed, there have been some 
important advances particularly in advancing the provision of water and electric-
ity (see Africa Check 2014) however, the extension of this provision to low income 
households has not been without problems, as the rest of this chapter shall elu-
cidate. Despite these gains, the harsh reality is that in twenty years of democracy 
and, regardless of which measures one uses, South Africa has become less poor but 
more unequal (see Marias 2011: 208 – 211).

 ■ More than half the population (54 %), live on less than R 779 (€ 56) per person 
per month (StatsSA 2015).

 ■ Average incomes are still heavily strati�ed by race, Black African households, 
which account for more than three quarters of the total numbers of households, 
earned less than half (44.6 %) of the total annual household income. In com-
parison, white households make up only 12.4 % of the total number of house-
holds, but earn two-�	hs (40.1 %) of the total income (Stats SA 2012).

 ■ �e overall number of people living in informal dwellings increased is 1.9 mil-
lion (13 % of the population), over 90 % of those living in informal dwellings 
are Black Africans (Census 2011).

While there have been some improvements in the living standards of South Afri-
cans, overall, as Marais argues, ‘the racial patterns of income inequality remain so 
stark that one is tempted to question the demise of apartheid’ (2011: 208). Indeed, 
as Dawson (2010) argues, the continuing intersections of race and class in South 
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Africa seriously compromises the ability of poor, Black South Africans, who were 
previously disenfranchised by apartheid, to claim social citizenship. �is lack of 
transformation re�ects that South Africa underwent a political but not an eco-
nomic transformation in 1994, where it could be argued that a White political elite 
was substituted for a Black political elite that fundamentally le	 the economy un-
changed, in other words still predominantly in the hands of white monopoly cap-
italism (Marais 2011).

Citizenship, inequality and class post-apartheid

T. H. Marshall’s seminal essay, Citizenship and Social Class (1992), has formed the 
basis for much of the contemporary study of citizenship that has sought to link cit-
izenship to a wider project of social justice and equality. For Marshall, citizenship 
is a status that comprises membership to the national community that creates a re-
lationship of rights and duties between the individual and the state. However, the 
understanding of the concept has generally been grounded within a Western ex-
perience that does not re�ect the politics, history and culture of states outside the 
Global North (Kabeer 2005). In addition, feminist scholars have criticised liberal 
conceptions of citizenship which o	en assume that rights within the statute books 
will automatically translate into social practice, making it appear as if social agents 
exist outside the realities of power and socio-economic exclusion (Dietz 1992). 
�is critique is particularly salient under conditions of neoliberalism, which Ong 
(2006) has argued has fundamentally changed the basis of citizenship which is no 
longer achieved through membership of the nation state but through the entrepre-
neurship of the individual to enter into the market. Despite these criticisms, the 
idea of citizenship remains important due to its potential political importance as 
a concept. Ruth Lister argues, ‘citizenship provides an invaluable strategic theo-
retical concept for the analysis of … subordination and a potentially powerful po-
litical weapon in the struggle against it’ (1997a: 6). I argue this is particularly sa-
lient in the South African context where de jure segregation ended little more than 
twenty years ago and the ideas of equality encapsulated in the concept of citizen-
ship are important not just as a political tool but also for analysing the lived expe-
riences of post-apartheid citizenship.

High unemployment has been a consistent feature of post-apartheid South Af-
rica. �e expanded de�nition of unemployment in South Africa has since the ear-
ly 2000s ranged from 34 % to 40 %. Internationally, the average unemployment 
rate of middle-income countries, such as South Africa, is between 5 – 10 % (Marais 
2011: 177). Inequality in South Africa has not only been shaped by the speci�ci-
ties of the South African experience but also by global trends, particularly with 
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regards to how the world of work has been transformed post-apartheid with the 
rise in outsourced, casual and temporary forms of work. Von Holdt and Webster 
(2005) describe the South African class structure as an ‘onion’, in which there is a 
core of permanent workers in stable employment, then a layer of precarious, low 
wage workers and then on the outside a layer of people who are either unemployed 
or engaged in informal subsistence activities.

Precariousness is not only a feature of the lives of the unemployed in South 
Africa but is also acutely experienced by the employed too. Although the institu-
tion of a range of labour laws such as the Labour Relations Act (1995) and the Ba-
sic Conditions of Employment Act (1997) were intended to provide a vast range 
of protections and rights, which had previously been denied to mostly Black em-
ployees, the realities have been very di�erent. As elsewhere, the South African la-
bour market has been shaped by processes of casualization and a decline in the 
real wages of low skilled workers. Indeed one of the aims of GEAR was to increase 
what is benignly known as labour market �exibility. According to the Department 
of Labour in 2008 at least half of the workforce is in work of a casual or tempo-
rary nature (cited in Marais 2011: 177). Furthermore, out of a workforce of 13 mil-
lion, 5.8 million were not covered by unemployment insurance, 2.7 million did not 
have written contracts and 4.1 million did not have paid leave entitlement (Marais 
2011: 181). Even in cases where permanent, unionised workers enjoy protections 
the median minimum wage for all sectors in 2012 was R 3 500 a month (€ 251) and 
almost 80 % of minimum wage agreements are R 5 000 (€ 359) a month or less 
(LRS 2013: 6). Altman (cited in Barchiesi 2011: 75 – 76) de�nes the ‘working poor’ as 
those earning less than the individual threshold for income tax exemption. In 2012 
the threshold was R 5 000 a month, assuming that the minimums are paid, a high 
proportion of the workforce can be de�ned as ‘working poor’. With such a signif-
icant proportion of South African either unemployed or in precarious, low wage 
labour many are unable to secure the kinds of livelihoods that would ensure social 
citizenship (Dawson, 2010). Although the constitution may enshrine social rights, 
as Von Schnitzler (2008) argues, under neoliberal doctrine rights are a�orded to 
consumers with the ability to pay rather than rights bearing citizens. �is is par-
ticularly the case if wonder considers access to housing, water and electricity in 
the South African context.

The lived experience of post-apartheid citizenship

An increasing number of scholars of third wave democratisation (see O’Donnell 
et al, 2004) have argued the study of democracy should not be narrowly focused 
on elections and institutional e�ciency but also concern itself with the quality of 
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democracy, as experienced through everyday relations and the ability to exercise 
individual freedom and agency. While Freedom House, an independent monitor 
of freedom of expression, has consistently rated South Africa’s democracy highly, 
based upon an analysis of civil and political rights (Freedom House 1999; 2013) 
this contrasts starkly with the fact that South Africans express the highest lev-
els of dissatisfaction with democracy in the region, with 39 % reporting that they 
were not at all or not very satis�ed with post-apartheid democracy (Afrobaro-
meter 2011). In order to understand this, it is essential to provide a perspective 
on the lived experience of citizenship and how poor Black South Africans view 
post-apartheid democracy. As Miri	ab and Wills note, ‘in any formulation or 
discussion of citizenship in post-apartheid South Africa, the question of hous-
ing and basic services occupies the centre stage (2005: 202). �is they argue is 
due to the way in which apartheid denied rights to housing and services in ur-
ban areas. Indeed, compared to other countries in the region South Africans are 
much more likely to emphasise the realisation of socio-economic outcomes as 
crucial to democracy (Mattes et al. 2000). Although, as noted above, the Consti-
tution provides protection for the rights to housing and water and the RDP intro-
duced free lifeline tari�s the provision of these has been intersected by the logic 
of neolib eralism.

�e provision of free basic water and electricity is increasingly being deliv-
ered on a cost-recovery basis by pre-paid meters. Pre-paid meters work on the ba-
sis that once the credit for the free basic allowance is exhausted the meter shuts 
o� access to the service until the meter can be ‘topped up’ or the start of a new 
monthly allowance. In the case of water, the Free Basic Water (FBW) policy man-
dated municipalities to provide 6 000 litres (6 kilolitres) per household per month, 
the equivalent of 25 litres per person per day based on an average household of 8. 
However, households particularly in Black urban townships are o	en larger than 
this. �is has led poor Black households into an ‘enforced weighing of basic daily 
priorities’ (Von Schnitzler 2008: 915). Whereby households and individuals must 
make di�cult choices about their choices regarding their water usage. As Dawson 
reports ‘most residents cut back on cleaning activities (bathing, dishes and gener-
al household cleaning), while some reduce their direct consumption for drinking 
or cooking’ (2010: 387). Furthermore, many were forced to give up important sub-
sistence activities such as food gardens. It should also be noted that pre-paid me-
ters have only been enforced in Black townships and not the formally and still pre-
dominantly White suburbs.

�e introduction of pre-paid technology, Von Schnitzler argues, alters the rela-
tionship of trust between the state and its citizenry, she notes conventional meters 
‘are invested with a relationship of trust, and the assumption of a citizenry will-
ing and able to pay for services’ while pre-paid meters are, ‘based on and invested 
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with mistrust. Inscribed in the technology is not only the acceptance of non-pay-
ment as a permanent feature, but also the anticipation of a non-paying user’ (2008: 
912 – 13, emphasis in the original). Furthermore, as Dugard (2010) argues, for con-
sumers who have been made to accept the meter, the introduction of pre-paid me-
ters means important procedural protections against disconnection are lost. On 
a conventional meter a �nal demand notice is received prior to a disconnection 
which allows the consumer 14 days to make representations to the Council and 
enter into a voluntary agreement for payment prior to a �nal disconnection notice 
being served. With pre-paid meters the disconnection is, as many Anti-Privatisa-
tion Forum (APF) activists3 describe, ‘silent’ and ‘automatic’ (author’s �eldnotes), 
if the water supply is exhausted at night or at the weekends when water vendors 
are closed, people have no option but to wait without water until the vendor re-
opens. If one is unable to a�ord the credit for the meter then people are faced with 
the choice of either waiting without water until the next allocation of the FBW or 
�nding ways to borrow money. Without the procedural protections of a conven-
tional meter, people are exposed to new dangers. �e consequences of pre-paid 
meters which were brutally illustrated in Phiri, Soweto when a shack �re broke 
out in March 2005. A	er calling the �re brigade, who failed to arrive, residents 
attempted to extinguish the �re themselves but a	er the pre-paid water was ex-
hausted there was nothing the residents could do but watch the shack burn. It was 
only when the tenant of the shack returned home in the morning from her night 
shi	 it was discovered that her two children who had been sleeping in the shack 
had perished in the �re (Dugard, 2010).

�e exclusion from social citizenship that is created by pre-paid technology 
has a signi�cant impact on the lived experiences of democracy for poor Black 
South Africans who were most disenfranchised by apartheid. In interviews with 
community activists and township residents one of the dominant themes that 
emerged were the intense feeling of exclusion from the post-apartheid democratic 
settlement as Lebo re�ected below,

this democracy they are claiming to be there is bene�tting a few but the majority are 
still su�ering under that poverty, their lives have not been li	ed up so we cannot say 
democracy has done something better for us (Interview, 7 February 2010).

�e sense of the exclusion from democracy experienced by townships residents 
was also a frequent topic for discussion within community meetings where de-
mocracy was discussed as something ‘only for the rich’ (�eldnotes, 22 February 

3 �e APF was a social movement organisation that was central to campaigns against pre-paid 
water meters. For more see Dugard (2010) and Von Schnitzler (2008).
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2010). Another common theme was the sense that the ANC has betrayed its liber-
ation promises, as Sam expressed.

We have hypocrisy not democracy. �ey [the ANC] pretend to be there for us but they 
are not for us. It [democracy] is beautiful in words but it is actually nothing (Interview, 
3 March 2010).

�e feelings of disappointment and betrayal o	en generate a comparison between 
the apartheid past and the post-apartheid present.

Before 1994 there was [sic] problems which di�er from the problems that we are fac-
ing now. Before 1994 what I would say is that people were working and the price and 
the cost of living was low… a	er 1994 people were liberated from oppression, not from 
the  economy. Everything was privatised and people could not a�ord to buy bread… 
Apartheid is gone and the new government is in but people cannot a�ord to run their 
life. �at’s where we think people have been sold to capitalism because there is no dif-
ference from the previous government and the present government (Mandla, Inter-
view, 25 January 2010).

What Mandla encapsulates here are a number of ideas which are common in dis-
cussions with unemployed community activists in South Africa. First, is the idea 
that the material experiences of working class Black South Africans is worse, en-
capsulated in the idea of being unable to buy bread. �at the activist chooses to use 
bread as an example re�ects not only the fact it is a daily staple but also that it is 
one of the commodities which the apartheid regime regulated the price of and thus 
provides a direct and immediate example of how the forces of deregulation and 
commodi�cation are experienced in everyday life. Crucially, Mandla recognises 
that the political transition of 1994 was a political and not an economic liberation 
and that the daily experience of inequality stems from the forces of marketization 
that have been unleashed in the post-apartheid period. Furthermore, Mandla ex-
presses an understanding that inequality is inherent to neoliberal capitalism.

Collective responses to inequality

�e inequalities and the forces that shape them analysed above have not gone un-
contested. Indeed, sociological engagements with citizenship have interpreted the 
concept not just as a status but as a social practice (see Turner 1993; 1997; Lister 
1997a; 1997b, 2000; 2003; Kabeer 2005). �us citizenship should also be under-
stood within an analysis of the agency of citizens themselves and focusing on how 
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citizens interact and engage with the ‘decisions and processes which a�ect their 
lives’ (Gaventa 2002: 2). An analysis of the collective responses to inequality has 
the ability to not only provide insight into the lived experience of citizenship but 
to o�er a challenge to the currently exclusionary and unequal experience of it.

From the early 2000s resistance to the e�ects of GEAR began to emerge in a 
collective form with the emergence of organisations such as the Concerned Citi-
zens Group, the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign and the APF. �ese so-
called new social movements engaged in a range of defensive battles around issues 
such as housing, water and electricity as well as connecting their struggles to a va-
riety of class based political ideologies which were broadly anti-capitalist and anti-
neoliberal in nature (Ballard et al 2006). �e seeming potency of these new move-
ment to e�ect change in South Africa was powerfully signalled on the 31 August 
2002 when an estimated 20 000 – 30 000 people marched from Alexandra town-
ship to Sandton. Using the World Summit on Sustainable Development as a focal 
point, a range of international and local activists marched in protest against the 
ANC’s neoliberal development framework to highlight the particular hardships 
that the privatisation of basic services had wrought on the most socio-economi-
cally marginalised and vulnerable sections of society. On the same day, the o�cial 
ANC-Alliance march numbered less than 5 000 (Death 2010).

What became evident on that day was what McKinley (2012) has described as a 
split between the ‘traditional’ Le	 – represented by COSATU and the South Afri-
can Communist Party (SACP) – and what he terms the ‘new’ Le	 characterised by 
the range of social movements and community-based organisations which have 
emerged, not always consciously, to oppose neoliberalism and its e�ects. Despite 
the optimism contained within a �urry of academic literature about the progres-
sive political potential of these movements (see Desai 2002; Desai and Pithouse 
2004; Gibson 2006), by 2006 many of these so-called ‘new social movement’ or-
ganisations had collapsed (see Veriava and Naidoo 2013; Hart 2014; Runciman 
2015). Paradoxically, these organisations collapsed in a period in which protests 
for basic services and housing, the very things these movement organisations mo-
bilised around, were growing.

While there is debate as to how protest should be documented in South Afri-
ca (see Alexander 2010; Nyar and Wray 2012; Duncan 2014; Alexander et al 2015) 
a range of di�erent data sources clearly illustrate that protest in South Africa has 
since 2004 been increasing. Figure 1 presents data on protest captured from me-
dia reports by the Rebellion of the Poor protest monitor based at the University of 
Johannesburg. As the chart shows, protest has been increasing since 2004 with at 
least one protest a day occurring in 2012.

Protests that characterise this so-called rebellion take many forms: o	en times 
protestors march to the local municipality, the focus of much protest activity in 
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South Africa, to hand over a memorandum of grievances. Increasingly, protestors 
have embarked on more disruptive and even violent action including the barri-
cading of roads, the burning down of local amenities such as clinics and even at-
tacks on foreign-owned shops. Indeed the violence which seems to characterise 
South African protests has been the subject of intense debates (see Von Holdt and 
Alexander 2012; Von Holdt 2013, 2014; Paret 2015). �e protests tend to be predom-
inately led by the unemployed and focus on a range of ‘service delivery’ issues such 
as the provision of housing, water and electricity which generally emanate from 
particular sections of townships or informal settlements. As my colleagues and 
I have noted (see Alexander et al 2014), the characterisation of this wave of pro-
test as mere ‘service delivery’ protests serves to obscure the politics which under-
lie these protests. As the analysis o�ered above demonstrates the daily experienc-
es of accessing basic services such as housing, water and electricity are intimately 
bound to an experience of democracy. �erefore protests about these basic goods 
should not be interpreted narrowly as the demands for basic services simulta-
neously raise critiques about the quality of post-apartheid democracy.

While the o	en disruptive and violent nature of these protests may seem re-
bellious, Sinwell (2011) cautions against an over-optimistic reading of these pro-
tests as part of a counter-hegemonic movement. He notes that many of these 
protests  do not contest the basis of the post-apartheid development model. In-
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deed, rather than understanding this wave of protest as acting against the ANC, a 
range of commentators have highlighted how such protests are o	en a re�ection of 
patronage politics from below in order to access local job opportunities and re�ect 
an entanglement with rather than a rejection of the ANC (see Von Holdt et al 2011; 
Langa and Von Holdt 2012; Dawson 2014a). Indeed, the continued dominance of 
the ANC at the ballot box, securing 62 % of the vote in the last national elections 
of 2014, seems to suggest that despite widespread protest there is still a signi�cant 
endorsement of the ANC’s politics.

One of the di�culties in trying to characterise the politics of this protest wave 
has been the fragmented nature of these protests which Mottair and Bond (2012: 
316) describe as being ‘o	en geographically and politically isolated from each 
other, lack[ing] an ideological orientation and have no common programmes or 
bridging organizational strategies’. �e seeming lack of clear strategic and political 
orientation of these protests has led to some commentators characterising these 
protests as ‘popcorn’ protests (see Mottair 2013), re�ecting the way they seemingly 
spring out of nowhere but just as rapidly subside. �e use of such terminology is 
problematic as it belies the complex dynamics of protest, which are mostly hidden 
from public view: the numerous attempts to engage the authorities and the rounds 
of community meetings which usually proceed a protest. While authors employ-
ing the term are correct to highlight that the high level of protest activity in South 
Africa has yet to coalesce into a social movement that would raise collective de-
mands or pose a challenge to the political dominance of the ANC, this does not 
mean such protests should be dismissed as insigni�cant. Scholars such as Piven 
and Cloward (1979) highlight that collective action outside of movements may ac-
tually be more e�ective than collective action organised through more formalised 
social movement organisations.

Another criticism that has been levelled against this protest movement is the 
fact that it has largely been divorced from the struggles of employed workers (see 
Ngwane 2012). Rather than being re�ective of political di�erences this is large-
ly the result of the growing social distance between the employed and the un-
employed as examined above. �is is not to say that the mobilisation of workers 
within COSATU aligned movements has not been entirely absent or politically 
ine�ectual in this period. Indeed, Ceruti’s (2012) analysis of the 2007 and 2010 
public sector strike provides invaluable insight into the politics of these strikes 
and their relation to the politics of the protest wave analysed above. However, 
COSATU has found itself in an increasingly contradictory position due to its po-
sition in the Alliance in which it may be publicly critical of the ANC but relies 
on this relationship politically (Barchiesi 2011). Furthermore, the social compo-
sition of COSATU, predominantly workers with full time permanent contracts 
59 % of whom are in skilled or professional employment (Bischo� and Tshoedi 
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2012: 52), means that the majority of members are relatively privileged in com-
parison to the unemployed and precariously employed. In addition, trade unions 
in South Africa have increasingly become entangled in relations where becoming 
a shop steward is seen as a stepping stone for career progression (see Buhlungu 
and Tshaoedi 2012). �ere is also a considerable perception that there is internal 
corruption at all levels within unions and this has been demonstrated by a num-
ber of cases alleging misappropriation of funds (see Buhlungu and Tshaoedi 2012; 
Aboobaker 2015; Masondo 2015). �e entangled relations of unions have increas-
ingly led workers to organise outside of trade unions. Nowhere was this more evi-
dent than the unprotected strike of mine workers at Lonmin, Marikana in August 
2012 which resulted in the massacre of 34 workers on the 16 August 2012 (see 
Alex ander et al 2012). Similar mobilisations have also been witnessed within the 
Post O�ce (see Dickinson 2015) and amongst farm workers (see Hattingh 2013).

�e protest wave that is unfolding in South Africa, although shaped by the 
speci�cities of the social, political and economic history of the country, it is also 
connected to a global wave of contention. Across the world protests and social 
movements have been emerging in response to inequalities. In the United States 
this took the form of the Occupy movement, which Pickerill and Krinsky argue 
emerged from ‘the unfairness of bank bailouts juxtaposed against rising personal 
poverty triggered a moment of clarity of the absurdity of the current economic 
and political system’ (2012: 279). In Chile students have mobilised against the in-
equities in higher education (Grugel and Singh forthcoming). While in Spain the 
May 15 (M-15) movement has mobilised against austerity under the slogan ‘real 
democracy now’ (Burawoy 2015). �us, the issues raised in this chapter about the 
quality of democracy and citizenship under conditions of neoliberalism are not 
unique to South Africa. �e fact that they are not unique highlights the shared 
structural basis of the inequalities. As Michael Burawoy (2015, forthcoming) has 
argued the global post-�nancial crisis protest wave that has arisen across the 
world has been generated by the forces of marketization and the forms of inequal-
ity it produces creating forms of what he class ‘exclusionary politics’.

Conclusion

�is chapter has provided an overview of the contours of post-apartheid inequal-
ity highlighting that, the impacts of marketization and the restructuring of the la-
bour market have created new forms of inequality and precariousness that has 
served to entrench rather than undo the racialised inequalities of apartheid. �is, 
as the chapter has shown, seriously undermined the ability of poor Black South 
African to access social citizenship and compromised the lived experience of post-
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apartheid citizenship and democracy. While this has raised important questions 
about the quality of post-apartheid democracy it has also provided a platform for 
new struggles to emerge over the content and meaning of citizenship and democ-
racy in post-apartheid South Africa. While the current protest wave unfolding in 
South Africa is characterised by its fragmented political and geographical nature, 
the agency of collective action is a vital practice of citizenship in a highly unequal 
country such as South Africa. Furthermore, the chapter has highlighted how pro-
test in South Africa is connected to a wider global wave of protest contesting in-
equalities generated by marketization.
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