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Abstract 

 
Social protection has become an important tool in efforts to eradicate poverty in developing 

countries and also risen strongly on the global development agenda the last decade. This thesis 

will look at different approaches to social protection and their relation to the human right to 

social security with South Africa as a case study. In using different scholars in the field of social 

protection and social justice together with qualitative fieldwork, the thesis explores the 

importance of social protection and the politics underlying efforts to protect the right to social 

security of South Africans living in poverty. The thesis suggests that South Africa’s social 

protection system lies somewhere in between rights and relief and more universal systems 

comply better with a rights based approach to social protection. Although significant progress 

has been made to social protection in South Africa the last decade, more needs to be done for 

South Africa to reduce rampant inequalities and combat poverty in the future.  

 

 
Keywords: Social protection, human rights, South Africa, universalism, targeting, development, 

poverty, inequality, cash transfers, social justice, Child Support Grant, social security. 
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Definitions 
 

There is no universal consensus regarding the definitions on social security and social protection, 

which is a testament to the different systems and traditions around the world. These are the 

definitions I will use for this thesis. 

 

Social protection: Social protection will here be defined as the public actions that help address 

risk, vulnerability and chronic poverty. These actions are in this thesis foremost smaller social 

cash transfers/grants that are non-contributory i.e financed by taxation. Examples of these cash 

transfers are universal social pension and child support grants.  

The ILO defines social protection in a similar way, as the “set of public measures that a society 
provides for its members to protect them against economic distress and hardship caused by the 
absence or a substantial reduction of income from work because of illness, maternity, lack of 
employment, disability, old age and others; access to health care; and the provision of benefits 
for families with children”.1 
 

Social security: Social security is the outcome, by which social protection is a means for. Social 

security forms part of a welfare nation. With social security there exists access to sufficient 

resources for shelter and food, and the promotion of health and well-being for the population 

throughout a person’s life cycle. 

 

Means test: An investigation into a person’s finances to determine eligbility for public 

assistance, in this case cash-transfers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 ILO: http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_366206/lang--
en/index.htm?utm_content=bufferb88c1&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer Accessed 10th 
May 2015. 
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“Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, 

through national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the organization 

and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his 

dignity and the free development of his personality” 

 

Article 22 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights  

 

 

 

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself 

and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social 

services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, 

old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control” 

 

Article 25 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

 

 

 

“The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to social security, 

including social insurance”  

 

Article 9 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Background 

This thesis is written in the context of, on the one hand, a narrative that the world is getting better 

and during the last decades the world have seen reduced poverty in many places. There has also 

been a strong increase in economic growth in for example several African countries and the trend 

has in international debates been called Africa Rising. On the other hand, the world has also seen 

growing global economic and social inequalities, constant rights violations, extreme poverty that 

persists (especially in parts of Africa), and the fact that around 70 % of the world's poor now live 

in middle-income countries.2 

 

The importance of social protection systems in poverty reduction are today widely supported by 

research.3 I choose to study the part of the social protection system which consists of cash 

transfers such as social pensions, child benefits or family allowances but social protection 

systems can also be defined in a broader sense and include social services (health care, etc.) or 

self-financed social insurance schemes. I do this because of the potential that these non-

contributory (tax funded) cash transfers have on poverty reduction for people living in poverty 

who are unable to pay for contributory-based schemes. In this thesis I will use the term social 

protection (e.g. cash transfers such as child grants) as means for the goal, social security. 

However, different authors in the field often use the terms interchangeably. I will try for the sake 

of the reader to stick to social protection as much as possible and when I use social security I 

mean the goal (see also section on definitions). 

 

Social security is a human right enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights article 

22 and the Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, article 9.4 Social protection 

schemes may also strengthen several other fundamental rights such as the right to food, the right 

to health and also the right to education. These social protections programs have over the last 10-

15 years been established in several low- and middle-income countries around the world. It has 
                                                
2 Minkler 2013, 272; The Economist 3/12-2011, http://www.economist.com/node/21541015 Accessed on the 4th of March 2015; 
Oxfam, 2014. https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/file_attachments/cr-even-it-up-extreme-inequality-291014-
en.pdf Accessed on the 4th of March 2015. 
3 Sepúlveda 2013, xii 
4 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, adopted 16 Dec. 1966, G.A. Res. 2200 (XXI), U.N.  
Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR), adopted 10 Dec. 1948, G.A. Res. 217A (III), U.N. 
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by some researchers in the field been called a "silent revolution" because of its role in reducing 

poverty for marginalized, vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in developing countries but 

without receiving overly much fanfare in the international arena and debates.5 But today the 

advocacy for social protection has become more widespread in the international development 

arena. Major international actors such as the World Bank and UN agencies such as ILO 

(International Labour Organisation) and UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) is 

currently advocating the introducement and importance of social protection systems and in 2014 

many flagship reports was released that emphasize the important role that social pensions and 

family allowances, etc. play in reducing poverty and help achieving the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). Following the global financial crisis of 2008 there has been 

growing global support among governments and multilateral organisations for the introducement 

of “social minimum floors” to protect people from the rigors of the market. The UN Social 

Protection Floor Initiative from 2009 and the ILO Recommendation 202 on Social Protection 

Floors are two of the most prominent examples.6 

 

More and more countries are establishing broad welfare programs such as pensions and child 

benefits and claim they are not just a luxury for the wealthy high-income countries but 

something that can and should be established in middle and low-income countries as well. Cash 

transfers are more and more seen as a natural part of a country's development policy tools to 

achieve higher social and economic development.7  

 

A number of scientific studies show these forms of grants can be a very successful means for 

reducing poverty, deprivation and inequality. Evaluations of grants have yielded positive results 

worldwide - malnutrition decreases, especially among children, more children go to school and 

health improvements are detected. When marginalized and vulnerable families living in poverty 

(e.g. slums/informal settlements) know that they have at least a small financial security to cope 

with monthly expenditure, they dare to invest in their children's future and also save money. 

Specific grants targeted at families and children are now available in many countries around the 

world but the amounts and the implementation of the grants vary greatly and often they cover 

                                                
5 Holmqvist 2011a, 29. 
6 Bender et al 2013, 1; De Haan 2014, 311-313. 
7 Ibid. 
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only a small part of the population.8 In fact, according to ILO:s World Social Protection Report 

2014/2015 only around 27 % of the world’s population has access to comprehensive social 

protection today, the remaining 73 % are partially covered or have no formal social security at 

all. From a global perspective, ILO concludes that the lack of social protection obstructs social 

and economic development:  
 

Inadequate or absent social protection coverage is associated with high and persistent 
levels of poverty and economic insecurity, growing levels of inequality, insufficient 
investments in human capital and human capabilities, and weak aggregate demand in a 
time of recession and slow growth.9 
 

A basic choice of path when introducing various social protection schemes is whether these 

should be universal, that is given to all (or all in that category), or be means tested and/or given 

under conditions, i.e. targeted grants to the poorest. These two different positions is what is 

commonly known as the “Nordic model" with an emphasis on broad general (universal) systems 

versus the “Anglo-Saxon model” emphasizing needs assessment (targeting) where grants come 

with different kinds of requirements you need to achieve to be a beneficiary. This international 

debate is one of the largest discussions/dividing lines in the global social policy area. The current 

international trend today is more emphasised on targeting than universal approaches and this is 

something that the international financial institutions such as the World Bank also favor and 

support.10 Which model low- and middle income countries favor is interesting because it has 

consequences for people living in poverty and can be analyzed from a human rights perspective 

and that will be further elaborated in the theoretical chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8 Barrientos 2013, 3-5. 
9 ILO: World social protection report 2014/15, xix. Accessed on the 3rd of February 2015. 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_245201.pdf 
10 Orenstein & Deacon 2014, 202-203; MacGregor 2014, 2-3 
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Aim and questions 

The aim of this thesis is to compare and critically analyze two approaches (the universal and the 

targeting approach) to social protection and their relation to the human right to social security.  

In order to do this, I will discuss and analyze the social protection system in South Africa as a 

case study and what it means for people living in poverty and experience structural inequalities 

and then link it to a wider critical discussion of the two approaches. The different choices 

governments take when establishing social protection systems have substantial consequences for 

the livelihood of people living in poverty and that is why this subject is important to study.  
 

My hypothesis is that targeted approaches (means testing foremost) and the consequences of that 

(exclusion errors foremost) is problematic from a human rights approach if not even a violation 

of one's human right to social security (also a constitutional right in South Africa). Therefore a 

more universal approach to social protection is more in line with human rights norms and 

obligations.  
 

In the case study of South Africa I will also highlight the importance of social protection in order 

to improve gender equality by describing living and working conditions for a certain vulnerable 

occupation such as domestic workers. This is in line with feminist perspectives/critique on social 

protection and will be tied to the theoretical discussions by foremost Martha Nussbaum but also 

Magdalena Sepúlveda, the different welfare models as well as the politics of social protection. 

 

The sub questions that I intend to answer in this thesis are: 

 

- What do social grants mean for people living in poverty in South Africa, especially 

women? 

- Can exclusion errors in the social protection system in South Africa be seen as a violation 

of the right to social security and if so, why?  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 10 

Methodology 

To answer the research questions I will do a combined literature study and a smaller qualitative 

field study. My primary sources in the literature study are mainly previous research in the area 

such as books, articles and reports written in the field to compare the two different approaches. 

The examination of the different approaches presents them in a clear way to underline the 

differences and politics behind them. I have used leading global scholars work on social 

protection to make the case that these different approaches are contemporary global concerns 

that governments face when tackling poverty and inequality. The literature study aim to provide 

a context and to identify the most relevant findings in this field. I will describe where there are 

disagreements, similar conclusions and gaps of research in the global body of literature on this 

subject. 

 

In the case study of South Africa my primary sources are formal semi-structured interviews, 

informal interviews, field notes, observations and impressions from South Africa. Beyond that, I 

use books, reports/evaluations and articles on the history of South Africa, its social protection 

system and studies of South Africa’s economic and social inequality. 

 

I have four formal interviews and some informal. Two informants from the formal interviews 

come from one of the informal settlements/townships outside of Cape Town. One woman is 

retired and gets Older Person's Grant and the other live on the Disability Grant and receive Child 

Support Grant. They both lived during apartheid and now live in an extremely vulnerable 

situation in an area called Blikkiesdorp. The other two formal interviews are with representatives 

of the union who work for domestic workers working/living conditions, SADSAWU (The South 

African Domestic Services and Allied Workers Union) in Cape Town and Johannesburg. I will 

also use evaluations, both qualitative and quantitative, of the social protection programs in South 

Africa done by researchers in the field of social protection.  

 

Semi-structured interviews use an interview guide (set of questions) but are more flexible than 

structured interviews, allowing the informant space to also express their views what s/he find 

important. The questions asked were for the most part open-ended and the interview guide was 

used cautiously to ”allow for the possibility that what may interest them or other participants 
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may be of little interest to the person being interviewed”.11 The semi-structured interviews was 

important in giving me a chance for a deeper understanding of the lived realities of marginalised 

people living in poverty, listening to people directly influenced and affected by the social 

protection system in South Africa. With qualitative research, like interviews, the researcher can 

delve deeper into the local reality and also ask follow-up questions about particularly interesting 

answers, which is not possible with strictly using questionnaires e.g.12 The interviews should 

therefore be seen as an important qualitative complement to the literature study. However, they 

are in themselves not enough or sufficiently dispersed to be of generalizable nature but add depth 

to the general analysis. With regards to issues of reliability, qualitative findings ”tend to be 

oriented to the contextual uniqueness and significance of the aspect of the social world being 

studied”13 and are therefore potentially difficult to replicate. Instead they seek to provide a ”thick 

description” of a particular social context and deal with depth rather than breadth.14 

 

I relied on personal social contacts in order to get access to my informants in Blikkiesdorp and a 

purposive sampling in approaching the union workers to get a local perspective on a vulnerable 

working sector.15 Before the interviews I set out time to fully introduce myself, the purpose of 

the study and my own background etc in order to produce a friendly environment and try to gain 

a reciprocal relationship where the interview is not just about extracting information one way, 

not just about them. The first ethical principle when interviewing informants is do no harm. Even 

though the subject wasn’t always percieved as sensitive by my informants, all of them have been 

anonymized in this thesis in order to protect their identity. The union workers answered the 

questions in capacity of their professional role (without wanting to be anonymised) and it is not 

completely impossible to identify them as the union is not that big. All the informants have also 

been clearly informed before starting the interview why and in what capacity I am there doing 

research and given their consent to participate. I have also given my informants the possibility to 

view transcripts from the interviews in the event of any misunderstandings if they felt like it.16  

 

                                                
11 Seidman 1998, 77 
12 Brett Davies 2007, 140 
13 Bryman 2012, 392, 405-406 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., 418 
16 Ibid., 135-139 
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I analyze South Africa in a case study because it is a rich and powerful country in the African 

context, a middle-income country but with huge income inequalities within the country where 

extreme poverty is widespread in some places. It is a country that is still influenced by their 

history of discriminatory laws that held the majority of the population in poverty in favor of a 

white minority. It is also a country where discrimination based on race and gender, etc. are being 

felt then as well as now17. I also choose South Africa because of its relatively comprehensive 

social protection system in an African context and because of its potential role as a model for 

many other African countries in the future when they are establishing social protection systems. 

 

Material 

Relevant books, articles and reports by leading scholars of that specific field within social 

protection constitute the different sections of the theoretical framework and also background to 

the case study of South Africa. These are some of the literature that will be used: 

On the capabilities approach/human development I will mostly discuss Martha Nussbaum’s 

Creating Capabilities (2011) and Women and Human Development (2001, in Swedish Kvinnors 

liv och social rättvisa, 2002) but also articles/books by Amartya Sen. To describe the two 

different approaches to social protection I will focus primarily on the articles and books by 

authors with links to the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) 

mainly Social policy in development context (2005) by Thandika Mkandawire and Welfare: 

Theoretical and analytical paradigms (2014) by Susanne MacGregor. Regarding the human 

rights based approach to social protection I will outline the major critique that former United 

Nations special rapporteur on human rights and extreme poverty Magdalena Sepúlveda presents 

in the report Human rights based approach to social protection from 2011. The next part of the 

theoretical framework regards the politics of social protection and is clearly linked to the other 

theoretical sections. The article The political economy of targeting (1995) by Amartya Sen will 

be discussed along with articles by the scholar Sam Hickey. 

 

With regards to the case study of South Africa I will analyse the book by leading South African 

scholar Sampie Terreblanche’s A history of inequality in South Africa from 2002 and the chapter 

on South Africa in Tearing us apart: Inequalities in Southern Africa, edited by Herbert Jauch 

                                                
17 Terreblanche 2002; Frye, Farred and Nojekwa 2011, 257-258 
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and Deprose Muchena in 2011. Other articles and evaluations from the social protection system 

in South Africa will together with the books form the data for the empirical chapter. My own 

interviews will then add more qualitative data to the other evaluations and the books and articles. 

 

Limitations  

The thesis is limited in various ways. As social protection is a global phenomenon and a huge 

subject to study, this thesis will only cover a part of it. My selection of the literature and theorists 

seeks to be as representative as possible but more views on the subject exists of course and this 

thesis will not and cannot include or cover all. This thesis will also not discuss informal social 

protection but focus on formal, although acknowledging the importance of informal protection as 

well, such as family support in times of need. 

 

The case study of South Africa is limited in scope. The qualitative fieldwork is meant to add a 

local perspective to the thesis, and not to base the entire thesis on the interviews, therefore 

promoting quality rather than quantity. Another social scientist could come to another conclusion 

in interpretating the literature and empirical data. 

 

An important part of research is as a researcher to acknowledge ones own cultural bias and 

background. My own interests, bias and experiences shape this thesis whether I want it or not. I 

am also active in the solidarity movement of international non-governmental organisations 

dealing with issues such as social justice, economic security and gender equality and have 

political views that will inevitably affect why I chose this topic and that should be 

acknowledged. However, I will problematise and be critical of my own bias and assumptions as 

much as possible as is a common anthropological trait. I am therefore not ”neutral” in the sense 

that why I chose to study this topic reflects my background and interests and I make no claims to 

complete objectivity in interpreting my results, as qualitative interpretive research is not an exact 

positivist science.18  

 

As a white, male, Swedish student it is also important to factor in unequal power relations to my 

informants even though we have become friends, especially in such a racially segregated country 

                                                
18 Bryman 2012, 149-150 
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as South Africa. My privileged situation makes it impossible for me to truly understand the 

vulnerable struggle they face. I can only describe and try to understand their situation to the best 

of my abilities.  

 

Disposition 

The first introductory chapter (1) include a background to the emergence of social protection 

systems in developing countries. I also outline the aim and research questions of the thesis and 

the methodology used to answer them. My material used is listed after that and also a discussion 

on the limitations of this study.  

 

In chapter two (2) which include the theoretical framework, I outline the different models of 

social protection and the political economy underlying them. After that I present the capabilities 

approach and the human rights based approach to social protection.  

 

In the empirical chapter on South Africa (chapter three) I present a brief context of South Africa 

then and now, including different perspectives on poverty and inequality in South Africa. 

Evaluations of the Child Support Grant follows after that and quotes from my own interviews are 

fused in under different headlines in the chapter. 

 

In chapter four (4) I analyse the two different approaches to social protection and their relation to 

the human right to social security. I also discuss the importance of the social grants, especially 

for women, and the exlusion errors of the Child Support Grant.  

 

I conclude this thesis with some finishing remarks in chapter five (5) and also some suggestions 

for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Perspectives on social protection 

 

The theoretical framework of this thesis will consist of different leading theorists work on the 

subject of welfare systems and different models and perspectives on social protection. I will 

outline the differences between the two major models of welfare, universalism and targeting and 

the politics and political economy underlining them. I will then analyze the different models 

through the lens of the work done by the philosopher Martha Nussbaum and economist Amartya 

Sen which is tied to the human rights based approach. All the different themes (below) tie into 

each other in various ways which will be described in this chapter to form a red thread 

throughout the thesis. The primary scholar and theorist is noted under each headline in this 

chapter, however, more scholars are sometimes also used. 
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The welfare models - Universalism versus Targeting 

Comparative analysis of different welfare models and their relation to poverty reduction are a 

relatively new phenomenon for low- and middle-income countries but have existed for high-

income countries for a long time.19 A classic distinction (from capitalist high-income countries) 

comes from the sociologist Esping-Andersen who views the different paradigms as either the 

liberal, the conservative and the social democratic, the so called three worlds of welfare.20 First I 

will describe the different paradigms and how they relate to universalism and targeting and then I 

will present the arguments for and against universalism and targeting. 

 

The liberal welfare states (mostly Anglo-Saxon) offer a minimum support from the state and 

social protection is foremostly self-financed in these countries. Cash-transfers are modest and the 

redistribution of income in society is not a high priority. An underlying assumption is that social 

policy can undermine efficiency and focus tends to be on the market rather than the state and 

decommodification is low. Liberal welfare places emphasis on targeting the poor using e.g. 

means testing, that is trying to find the people living in poverty under a certain level of income 

and giving them support instead of universal support. In the most extreme contexts of these 

liberal states, welfare is seen more as a handout by the government and tends to be stigmatized as 

something opposed to work ethic. Therefore there is clear tension between equity and efficiency. 

 

In conservative (mostly European Christian democratic) welfare states the focus is on the 

principle of subsidiarity, that is, decisions should be made decentralised, on the local level. 

Society is organised in different interest groups and the preservation of the traditional family 

structure and the (catholic) church is important. Redistribution of income is fairly low, social 

insurance dominates (self-financed) instead of universal cash transfers, and benefits to the family 

encourage motherhood and male breadwinner style of traditional household economy.  

 

In the social democratic welfare states (mostly Scandinavian) the focus is less on targeting and 

more on universalism. The degree of decommodification is higher and social policies can be seen 

as protection against market forces. As opposed to liberal states, the emphasis here is more on 

equality in society rather than efficiency and the state is more present in family life with caring 
                                                
19 Barrientos 2010, 22 
20 Esping-Andersen 1990 
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responsibility for the children and the aged etc. The welfare in society is financed mostly through 

taxes and the system rests on a strategy of fairly high formal employment (including women’s 

participation in the labour market). Social protection is based on citizenship and there is less 

reliance on the family and the market to provide security during life. Cash transfers (such as 

child support grants, social pension) are not only targeted towards the poorest in society but 

extend to everybody in society. Social rights in universalism “are considered in terms of their 

capacity for decommodification: a social right is something which permits people to make their 

living standards independent of pure market forces”21. Therefore, this model provides a higher 

degree of autonomy for its citizens.22 

 

These models have also been criticised in the literature from different perspectives the last ten-

twenty years but still remain an important tool for analysis of welfare states and is seen as good 

starting point for discussion. However, it is important to stress that the differences between the 

models are not as clear cut in reality. These models are simplified and can be seen as ideal states 

of welfare. In practice they operate on a continuum and incorporate elements of each other and it 

is more of a description of where the emphasis lies. I will not discuss the conservative approach 

here but focus more on the liberal and the social democratic because they can be seen as the ideal 

representatives of universalism (social democratic) and targeting (liberal). I will also from now 

on use the words universalism and targeting because it more encapsulates a global perspective 

(Esping-Andersen’s work revolves around 18 OECD countries). 

 

The differences between universalism and targeting have been aptly described by social policy 

scholar Susanne MacGregor in the picture below. It describes the assumptions and goals inherent 

in societies where the emphasis is on universalism or targeting. 

 

                                                
21 MacGregor 2014, 7 
22 Ferragina and Seeleib-Kaiser 2011, 584; MacGregor 2014, 7 
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 23 

The major differences are the emphasis on social cohesion and justice (the public good) in 

universalism and the assumption of individualism and market led development in targeting.  

 

Another graph comes from social protection experts of the Martti Ahtisaari Centre. In it they 

show a classic sociological study of poverty in a town in England from 1899 by Seebohm 

Rowntree (1871-1954). The study showed that poverty rates go up and down during a person’s 

life cycle. A person experiences poverty mostly during childhood, family life and old age. 

During the youth and the so called “empty nest” period when the children have moved out, the 

poverty rates went down (although the person could still be living in poverty). When compared 

to modern data on poverty in Anglo-American countries (targeting) and Nordic countries 

(universalism) one can see clearly see the differences of the two approaches. 

                                                
23 MacGregor 2014, 20 
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24 

The Nordic countries have lower poverty rates across all life cycles and have managed to even 

out the curves of the traditional poverty cycle from Rowntree’s classical study. 

 

The arguments for and against universalism and targeting have long been as source of debate and 

I will now discuss the most common arguments.25  

 

Welfare models: Arguments for and against targeting 

The classic arguments for targeting approaches are that they are a more efficient use of 

government's resources and less wasteful. Why should cash transfers be directed to the middle 

class or the rich? Isn’t it better if we target the poor through e.g. means testing, those that really 

need the money? Targeting schemes also helps maintain work ethic and reduces the risks of 

people being passive and/or lazy by just handing out money. There is also the risk of giving more 

incentives to people living in poverty to have more children just to get child support grants 

and/or them using the money on substance abuse such as alcohol or other drugs, thereby not 

improving their situation. 

 

                                                
24 Hillamo & Kangas et al 2013, 10 
25 Kabeer 2014, 338-39; Mkandawire 2005 
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The arguments against targeting are that universal schemes are easier to administrate. No 

targeted scheme around the world has a 100 % “accuracy” of finding people living in poverty. 

There will always be people falling between the chairs in complex targeting schemes.  

Much targeting assumes that it is possible to identify simple needs and simple outcomes. 
A complex array of separate. targeted programmes appears, often provided by different 
contractors with different funding regimes, different categories and rules, and different 
time scales. The result is often inefficient and unprofitable. The solution is sometimes 
thought to lie with better linking of information systems through advanced computing but 
the experience has often been of failure and high costs and wastage.26 
 

Many eligible people do not receive the money they are entitled to. Therefore targeted schemes 

often discriminate against vulnerable and/or marginalised people in society who don’t know their 

rights or lack a strong voice in the community or society at large. There is also a higher 

administrative cost of targeting people living in poverty and you run the risk of building up 

tensions between “those receiving benefits and those just above them in the income scale”.27 

Means testing is not always easy in economies where many work in the informal economy and 

incomes can vary greatly during a calendar year. Poverty is much more complex and dynamic 

and affects more people than what many countries define as “the poor”. Defining and targeting 

“the poor” therefore becomes a “futile task” as it is a moving target.28  

 

Political scientists and sociologists Walter Korpi and Joakim Palme claimed that countries that 

had a greater level of targeting achieved less redistribution of income in what they called the 

paradox of redistribution. As opposed to the proponents of targeting, they showed that more you 

target benefits to the poor; the less you reduce poverty and inequality in the long run. This is 

partly because of countries with less targeting tend to have bigger welfare budgets overall and 

because directed benefits to people living in poverty tend to lose political support from the 

taxpayers (mostly the middle class who don’t benefit from the scheme).29 
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Welfare models: Arguments for and against universalism 

The classic arguments for universal schemes are that they tend to have higher quality than 

residual approaches due to the mass mobilisation of the general public. The middle class tend to 

scrutinize the programs more thoroughly and have higher demands on government. As 

mentioned earlier, universal schemes also tend to reduce poverty and inequality more than 

targeting due to the paradox of redistribution. Universal schemes are easier to understand due to 

less rules and conditions and cuts down on administrative costs and also reduces the risk of 

corruption and arbitrary judgements on who gets the cash transfer or not.30 Universal transfers 

are less stigmatizing than means tested and/or transfers that come with conditions. Universal 

systems stemming from the highest level of government and are national have a bigger risk pool. 

When all are in the same risk pool “the system will be more efficient and have lower costs, the 

more are included in the scheme”31 And lastly, universalism promotes cross-class solidarity. 

When all citizens are included in the system regardless of their status, social protection can 

promote social cohesion, shared citizenship and trust in society and it can build a social contract 

between the citizen and the state.32  

 

The arguments against universalism are first and foremost that it is too costly. A poor developing 

country with a small tax base cannot afford universal social pension or universal child support 

grants even if they wanted to introduce it. English philosopher Maurice Cranston in his widely 

read critique on economic and social rights stated that “How can the governments of those parts 

of Asia, Africa, and South America where industrialization have hardly begun, be reasonably 

called upon to provide social security … for the millions of people who inhabit those places and 

multiply so swiftly?”33 Universalism they argue, also promotes dualism in that small modest 

sums to all don’t mean that much to the working middle class who are used to higher standards 

of living and that means they will go for private insurance instead. So that leads to people living 

in poverty rely on the state and the middle class on the market. Another classic argument is that 

not all risk is equally shared because social risks often have to do with individual choices rather 
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than systemic injustices. These types of arguments often come up in discussions on 

unconditional cash transfers to people living in poverty.34  

It may be an individual’s choice to smoke or drink or eat unhealthy or engage in unsafe 
sex: if so, they should bear the costs of this lifestyle. Universalist schemes contain 
perverse incentives: they do not encourage healthy, sober and diligent living as benefits 
go equally to “deserving” and “undeserving”. Instead they encourage freeloading. The 
assumption that everyone is willing to work hard and not claim unnecessarily is assumed 
in universalistic schemes but is naive.35 

 

I will later come back to these arguments in the analysis chapter and comment on them using the 

empirical data from South Africa. The different approaches to social protection are not just 

differences in the technical implementation of programmes but perhaps more so, as also touched 

upon above, differences in political and ideological viewpoints. 

 

Politics of social protection 

Social protection is undeniably linked to the political economy of a country. However, the 

literature on social protection has mostly focused on technical issues of implementation and 

economic impact evaluations rather than the politics underlying the policy itself.36 As Thandika 

Mkandawire notes, social protection is “a highly political process, touching upon power 

relations, access to resources and ideological predilections about the role of the state and 

markets”37  

 

The was a general shift in social protection policies in 20th century started in the late 1970s and 

80s with more neoliberal political influences which emphasised cuts in spending on the public 

sector (health, social security etc.) and privatization and deregulation policies.38 Welfare states 

had previously been greatly influenced by Keynesian policies from the 1930s and 40s with a 

stronger emphasis on universalism and bigger public sector and welfare state. That changed with 

the rise of the so called Bretton Woods institutions such as the World Bank (WB) and the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and their power and influence on developing countries social 

protection policies. These structural adjustments programmes (with their neoliberal influences 
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mentioned above) imposed on developing countries as conditions for loans have been thoroughly 

evaluated and criticised for their adverse effects on poverty levels in many countries in e.g. Sub-

Saharan Africa. From the 1980s and onwards through the 90s, globally the economic doctrines 

favored cutbacks in taxation and many welfare programmes were either diluted or completely 

abandoned. In developing countries, whatever benefits existed tended to be limited in coverage 

and mostly include civil servants or a privileged minority.39 Targeting has since been the leading 

paradigm in the advocacy of social protection policies of for instance the World Bank.40 

 

Economist and Nobel Prize laureate Amartya Sen’s view on the political economy of targeting 

are that although targeting has gained ground in recent times is important to note the negative 

aspects of such programs and also the political feasibility. However, Sen does not discard 

targeting completely. Sometimes it is necessary and he also discusses targeting on different 

levels. A universal social pension is also a form of targeting, in that it is a categorical targeting to 

just elderly. Some of Sen’s issues with targeting are discussed below. 

 

A targeting program that target the poor run the risk of stigmatising the people living in poverty 

as “the poor” and therefore reduce their self-respect and respect in other’s eyes (the non-

recipients of the cash transfer). A problem with many cash transfer programs (and targeted 

programs with conditions in particular) are that when they target, “the poor” becomes a passive 

recipient of charity “patient” rather than active agents, functioning on their own. These problems 

are not as prevalent in universal programs.  

 

Another issue is with the perverse incentives that can occur in targeted programs. Targeted 

programs can detrimental to economic activity and growth if for instance the recipient of the 

cash transfer faces the prospect of losing the cash transfer if the person finds a job with just 

enough salary to become ineligible. Again, in universal programs (no means test, no conditions) 

this is not a problem.  

 

Perhaps the most compelling argument that Sen’s brings forward are that of the political 

sustainability and quality of targeted programs. As also mentioned earlier, universal programs 
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that also include the “non-poor” classes tend to live longer and be more scrutinized and improve 

over time. Sen argues that “the beneficiaries of thoroughly targeted poverty-alleviation programs 

are often quite weak politically and may lack the clout to sustain the programs and maintain the 

quality of the services offered. Benefits meant exclusively for the poor often end up being poor 

benefits”.41  

 

Sen also discusses the politics of redistribution and that is fundamentally important when 

discussing the politics of social protection. When directing resources to people living in poverty, 

political feasibility is of most importance, meaning the more powerful groups in society have to 

consent. To implement universal programs for instance a universal child support grant (given to 

all families who have a child to help with the nourishment of the child) with no conditions 

attached and no means testing will mean financing it through e.g. taxes.  

 

The political feasibility of such programs depends on if the more powerful groups deem it 

imperative. Sen’s, somewhat sarcastic, argument why that is comes from the medical field. 

Easily infectious diseases tend to get more attention, and resources to stop them, than other 

diseases because it can affect others as well, including the rich.  

 

Even the poor would tend to get a lot of attention partly for good humanitarian reasons 
but also because a poor person with an infectious disease is a source of infection for 
others. Ailments that are not so infectious, including regular undernourishment, do not 
get quite that comprehensive attention. I sometimes wonder whether there is any way of 
making poverty terribly infectious. If that were to happen, its general elimination would 
be, I am certain, remarkably rapid.42 

 

Social protection expert Sam Hickey further reiterates the importance of the political aspects of 

social protection. He has written extensively on the politics of social protection in Africa and he 

argues that the technocratic focus on social protection in particular Sub-Saharan Africa is 

problematic because it “overlooks the key role of politics and political economy in raising and 

shaping this agenda”.43 Previous studies on social protection programmes have according to him 

tended to downplay the role of politics in Africa and explained the lack of social protection 
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programmes as “simply a lack of financial and administrative capacity”.44 There is no economic 

law that says that for instance this much if the national budget should go to social pensions and 

this much to expenditures on the military. Redistribution and allocation of resources are tied to 

ideological and political decision making and Hickey argues that, among several aspects of the 

politics of social protection, public attitudes toward people living in poverty are central to the 

establishment of these programmes. In low- and middle-income countries with greater fiscal 

constraints of national budgets, the public attitudes become even more important on social 

protection programmes and whether they should be e.g. universal or targeted. When the political 

elite establishes targeted social protection programmes debates often occur that label the 

recipients as either “deserving poor” or “undeserving poor”. In an African context, Hickey 

argues that the political elite has tended to be biased toward economically active people and have 

regarded them as more “deserving” of state support than other people living in poverty. Whether 

or not to give support or to whom is also linked to debates on if it will create “dependency” on 

the state and whether people living in poverty will become “lazy” and use the money on wasteful 

expenditures such as alcohol. Another important factor is if the political elite and the middle 

class view the causes of poverty as “lack of effort” or if the causes are more structural and not as 

individual. The public support of non-conditional universal social pensions or child grants tend 

to be wider if they view the cause of poverty as bigger than lack of individual effort.45 

 

This distinction between “deserving poor” and “undeserving poor” is important to analyze 

because “whether or not political elites consider certain groups to be ‘deserving’ of social 

assistance is likely to be a significant factor in the establishment, targeting and size of social 

protection programmes”46 and will also be further discussed in the last section of this chapter, 

that on the human rights based approach to social protection. However, first I will describe some 

influential theoretical perspectives on development and poverty.  
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Capabilities and the human development approach 

The works of philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum and economist and Nobel Prize laureate Amartya 

Sen on the human development approach/capabilities approach have been greatly recognised and 

appreciated in the academic as well international policy related field the last 20-30 years. They 

are seen as leading scholars and the co-founders of the approach that in its foundation is a 

critique of the dominant conventional economic theory which views economic growth as the 

goal for a nation’s development. Instead they argue that capabilities, what people are able to do 

and be are a more adequate indicator of a nation’s progress and development. Because if a 

country year after year increases its GDP (Growth Domestic Product) but a majority of the 

population are deprived of their basic needs, their health, security and opportunities, can you 

really say that the country is developing, making progress? This critique has gained a lot of 

attention and the capabilities approach, also known as the human development approach, are 

now seen as a leading counter theory to dominant traditional economic theory of GDP growth as 

an indicator of development.47 

 

I will focus more on Nussbaum’s work on capabilities because she particularly emphasises 

economic and social rights (at least as equally important to civil and political rights) more 

explicitly than Sen which is more relevant for this thesis. However, Sen also defends economic 

and social rights from its critics.48 Economic and social rights (e.g. “welfare rights” such as 

social security), also known as second-generation rights, have historically been less emphasised 

(in the West) than civil and political rights. Critics of economic and social rights often question 

their human rights status with arguments such as since you can’t have right holders without 

corresponding duty holders, and since it is “impossible” for (poorer) governments to provide for 

instance social security to all its people, economic and social rights (welfare rights) should not be 

viewed as human rights. At least not on the same terms and status as civil and political rights. 

Governments are respecting and upholding human rights when they do as little as possible, that 

is, not interfering in people’s lives too much. “If it's impossible for a thing to be done, it is 

absurd to claim it as a right” claimed English philosopher Maurice Cranston.49 Sen’s counter 

argument to that is “why should complete feasibility be a condition of cogency of human rights 
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when the objective is to work towards enhancing their actual realization. The understanding that 

some rights are not fully realized, and may not be fully realizable under present circumstances, 

does not, in itself, entail anything like the conclusion that these are, therefore, not rights at all”.50 

Even though we are nowhere near complete elimination of poverty and destitution around the 

world we can still strive for the acknowledgement and protection of economic and social rights 

for all. Sen sees universal social protection policies as an one of four important instrumental 

freedom that leads to enhancing capabilities and human development 55-56, 58, 264. (1999) 
 

In contrast to Sen, Nussbaum has created a list of what she refers to as Central Capabilities that 

can stand the test of intercultural scrutiny, that is, they are according to her, universal. These ten 

central capabilities is however not a definite list and can be extended in the future. They are to be 

regarded as a bare minimum of what a life of human dignity requires and it is up to the 

governments around the world to secure these ten central capabilities for their populations in 

order to “making people able to pursue a dignified and minimally flourishing life”.  

They are: (1) life, (2) bodily health, (3) bodily integrity, (4) senses, imagination and thought, (5) 

emotions, (6) practical reason, (7) affiliation, (8) other species, (9) play, and lastly (10) control 

over one’s environment. 51 

 

The central capabilities start from a very basic level of human dignity. Number 1 life and 2 

bodily health concern being able to live a life of normal length and not dying prematurely and 

also being able to have good health, including reproductive health, to have adequate shelter and 

to be adequately nourished. These first two central capabilities are the ones who relate most to 

this thesis and they are also directly linked to human rights, and specifically economic and social 

rights (the right to health, the right to food, the right to adequate standard of living etc.). Other 

central capabilities are for instance bodily integrity which concerns being able to move freely 

and be secure against assault, including gender based violence such as domestic abuse and sexual 

violence but also having choice over matters of reproduction. The last central capability refers to 

political and material control of one’s environment. To be able to participate effectively in 

politics and have protected free speech for instance but also being able to hold property and have 

property rights on equal basis with others etc. The government (society’s basic political 
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structure) has the ultimate responsibility to secure the ten central capabilities if the nation is to be 

morally just.52 

 

Poverty according to Nussbaum is not just a lack of income. It is an absence of capabilities to 

achieve certain functionings all humans have reason to value, to live a life of dignity. From a 

capabilities approach, to give people resources (e.g. cash transfers) does not necessarily result in 

their capabilities enhancing. Poverty is more multidimensional than that. Even if something is 

available in theory, people living in poverty might not have the capability to access it in practice. 

To secure income security for instance the elderly (pension) or help parents raise their children 

when it comes to e.g. nutrition (child support grant) is only one step to secure their capabilities to 

live a life they have reason to value. It is not a panacea for everything. However, it is a necessary 

step because it concerns the economic and social empowerment of the individual. Therefore, 

Nussbaum holds that by analysing economical and material rights in terms of capabilities, it is 

possible to formulate the reasons for directing extra economic efforts towards marginalised and 

disempowered groups in society to help them achieve satisfactory capabilities.53 Her global 

examples often refer to women in India and she argues that the need for strengthening the 

capabilities of women is one particularly important struggle because of persisting global gender 

inequality.54  

 

Nussbaum’s anti-utilitarian approach in viewing each and every person as an end in itself is a 

clear link to a human rights language. She argues that “the common ground between the 

Capabilities Approach and human rights lies in the idea that all people have some core 

entitlements just by virtue of their humanity, and that it is basic duty of society to respect and 

support these entitlements”.55 Economic growth is therefore only a means to achieve full 

capability and human dignity and this is where her emphasis on the full spectrum of human 

rights comes in. All rights, civil, political and economic, social and cultural are equally important 

and a state does have both positive and negative obligations to secure them for its citizens. To 

contrast the critics of economic and social rights, such as earlier mentioned philosopher Maurice 

Cranston, Nussbaum argues that “the capabilities approach, by contrast, insists that all 
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entitlements involve an affirmative task for government: it must actively support people’s 

capabilities, not just fail to set up obstacles. In the absence of action, rights are mere words on 

paper”.56 This does not only apply for economic and social rights, but also civil and political. It 

cost money and effort (action) to uphold for instance a judicial system, to have a police force, to 

stage national elections etc.  

 

Human rights based approach to social protection 

United Nations former Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights (2008-2014) 

Magdalena Sepúlveda is a big proponent of social protection systems and has in recent years 

highlighted the issue in an international context through her position in the UN. However, her 

entrance point is that discussions on social protection and the national implementation of the 

programmes often lack a rights based approach. In her report Human rights based approach to 

social protection57, she highlights precisely the human rights factor as indispensable if national 

social security is to be established and/or strengthened in order to protect people's right to social 

security and dignity. Additional aspects to her arguments come from Sofia Nordenmark, human 

rights adviser and expert with the Church of Sweden.  

 

Rights based approaches are defined in the international framework of human rights where both 

rights and duties are spelled out. However, the protection of human rights becomes even better if 

the rights are also confirmed in national legislation and constitutions. Social protection systems 

such as cash transfers should not be seen as arbitrary charity by the state, but as a right you have 

by virtue of being human. Especially important is social protection for women in low- and 

middle-income countries as they are more vulnerable to poverty, more likely to work in the 

informal sector (often not covered by the formal security systems) and has traditionally greater 

responsibility for the unpaid care work in the household.58  

 

A rights based approach to social protection should include the fundamental principles that make 

up the international human rights normative framework. These principles are that of non-

discrimination and equality, accountability, transparency, empowerment, and participation: 
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Non-discrimination and equality are core elements of a rights based approach. The state is 

required to eliminate discrimination in law and to protect the most vulnerable people in society. 

Social protection programmes should be inclusive and accessible “by all those who suffered 

from structural discrimination such as women, children, older persons, persons with disabilities, 

ethnic minorities, indigenous peoples, and people living with HIV/AIDS, and do not stigmatise 

beneficiaries.”59 People living in rural areas or working in the informal sector must also be 

included in social protection programs and not discriminated. By analysing power structures in 

society the root cause of human rights violations can be found and actions should be taken with a 

priority of empowering those who are most vulnerable and underprivileged.60  

 

Accountability is another fundamental element of a rights based approach. Rights include rights-

holders and duty-bearers and rights holders should have legitimate claims on duty-bearers and 

hold them accountable. As opposed to charity or residual poverty relief “a focus on rights and 

obligations helps to identify who is entitled to make claims and who has a duty to take action, 

empowering those who have legitimate claims to rights.”61 In this sense, rights-holders will not 

be seen as passive beneficiaries but empowered to exercise their entitlements.  

 

Accountability goes hand in hand with transparency. Social protection systems need to be easy 

to understand and the rules governing the grants must have clear eligibility criteria so no one 

fails to apply if eligible. This is particularly important in countries with high illiteracy rates 

and/or marginalised populations and ethnic minorities. The system needs to be transparent with 

access to information of the programme to avoid potential corruption and clientelism. The 

system also needs to reliable and not arbitrary so people living in poverty can trust on payments 

coming in every month and therefore be able to plan ahead.62 

 

Empowerment of individuals in a rights based approach includes for people to have knowledge 

of their rights (in this case - the right to social security) and also a voice in society to demand 

action. Empowerment is a broad concept. In this case, by just giving cash transfers to 

                                                
59 Ibid. 
60 Nordenmark 2011, 101-02, 112-13 
61 Sepúlveda and Nyst 2012, 18 
62 Sepúlveda and Nyst 2012, 54; Nordenmark 2011, 112 



 

 31 

families/individuals will not automatically lead to empowered people but it is a part of a strategy 

(along with education, healthcare etc.) to increase people’s possibilities to control their own 

lives. In order for empowerment to take place, the programmes need to identify beneficiaries as 

rights-holders as opposed to beneficiaries of charity.63 

 

Empowerment is in turn closely linked to participation. The beneficiaries of social protection 

programmes should have the right to participate in the design and shape of programmes. They 

are stakeholders and should have a say in all stages of the process. If done properly with active 

participation by particularly those who traditionally have less voice in society, social protection 

programmes have a stronger chance of being successful. Involvement of civil society groups is 

one important factor that can lead to bottom-up development and secure legitimacy of 

programmes. However, for that to happen, the participatory actions must take into account power 

asymmetries in communities and societies. If not they run the risk of “perpetuating, rather than 

eliminating, abuses of power by local elites, and continuing the exclusion of marginalised groups 

in the participation process, especially women.”64 Sepúlveda particularly emphasises the 

importance of addressing unequal gender relations within the household but also on community 

level seeing as women may participate in meetings but in many cases might not have the 

capability to raise their voice or have their experiences heard.65  

 

According to Sepúlveda, one of the main obstacles to reducing poverty and inequality around the 

world are the prejudice and deep-seated views about “the poor”.  
 

In different countries, common prejudices often stereotype persons living in poverty as 
lazy, irresponsible, indifferent to their children’s health and education, dishonest, 
undeserving and can even paint them as criminals. Poverty is considered a personal 
failing, the result of ‘not taking responsibility’ for one’s own life. Those living in poverty 
are considered the authors of their own misfortune, who can remedy their situation by 
simply “trying harder” or “working harder”. Such a vision of poverty has obvious 
implications for arguments around social protection.66     
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In both rich and poor countries alike, general views (from middle and upper classes) about 

people living in poverty receiving social grants have a tendency to be negative. They are 

sometimes portrayed as living on “handouts”, “welfare dependents” and “freeloaders” as 

opposed to hard working people. Sepúlveda warns that these views influence government policy 

and actions negatively towards social protection and they “go directly against the idea of dignity 

that human right norms seek to protect”.67 These views create the earlier mentioned distinction 

between “deserving” and “undeserving poor” and governments can gain public support if they 

introduce strict requirements and rules on recipients of social protection programmes and if they 

phrase the rhetoric as reaching just those who “deserve them”.68 

 

I now turn to the empirical chapter where I will discuss the context of South Africa and its social 

protection system along with evaluations of current programmes and also present the voices of 

my informants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
67 Ibid., 6 
68 Ibid., 7 



 

 33 

Chapter 3: South Africa 

 

Background and context 

South Africa lies at southernmost tip of Africa and currently has roughly 54 million inhabitants 

and is one of the youngest democratic states in the continent of Africa. One of the largest 

countries in Africa, the 25th largest in the world, South Africa is diverse multi-ethnic society 

with over 10 official languages spoken around the country. The official ethnic groups or “racial 

categories” are Black African (80%), White (8%), Coloured (9%) and Indian/Asian (2.5%). 

Coloured people are defined as mixed race/ethnic origin. South Africa, same with many other 

African states have a relatively young population in the age pyramid. Almost 50 per cent of the 

country’s population are between the ages 0 to 25 although the per cent of elderly is growing. 

The life expectancy stands as of 2014 at roughly 59 years for males and 63 for females.69  

 

South Africa has long battled with problems of poverty, unemployment and high HIV prevalence 

rates. However, in the last decade with an increase of antiretroviral therapy the HIV epidemic 

has lessened somewhat but HIV prevalence still stands at approximately 10 per cent of the 

population, with over 5.5 million people living with HIV. Official unemployment rates are also 

high with around 25% being unemployed in 2014, although it varies a bit if you have a broad or 

narrow definition of unemployment. The same goes for poverty levels in the country. There are 

different ways of measuring and defining poverty statistics but according to recent studies, the 

poverty levels in South Africa stands at around 21% living in extreme poverty, almost 12 million 

people, although the exact figures can vary a bit.70  

 

The modern history of South Africa is one of oppression, inequality and vulnerability.71 There 

too little room in this thesis to delve deep into the South African history but for the past 350 

years it has endured “intergroup conflict, violence, warfare, and plunder”.72 It’s geographic 

location in Southern Africa made South Africa a strategic place for merchants and imperial 
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colonisers rounding the Cape of Good Hope travelling towards Asia or Europe, using it as a 

supply stop and refreshment station, e.g. the Dutch East India Company from around 1652. 

South Africa was colonised first by the Dutch and later by the British. The European colonial 

masters and later the local whites (descendants of the settlers of colonial Europe) enriched 

themselves at the cost of the different indigenous populations.  

The colonial powers and white colonists did so in mainly three ways: firstly, by creating  
political and economic power structures that put them in the privileged and entrenched 
position vis-á-vis the indigenous population groups; secondly, by depriving indigenous 
people of land, surface water, and cattle; and, thirdly, by reducing slaves and indigenous 
people to different forms of unfree and exploitable labour. These three threads have run 
ominously through South Africa’s modern history, from the mid-17th until the late 20th 
century.73 

 
After the so called Anglo-Boer wars of 1880-81 and 1899-1902, South Africa gradually gained 

independence from Great Britain beginning with the formation of the Union of South Africa in 

1910 and then in 1961 when South Africa formally became of the Republic of South Africa. 

Segregationist and discriminatory legislation was present long before the National Party took 

power in 1948 general elections and introduced official Apartheid laws. The Afrikaaner (white 

Afrikaans-speaking South Africans of primarily Dutch descent) under the National Party 

regarded South Africa as God-given to first and foremost people of Afrikaner descent. Apartheid 

laws (meaning separateness) were passed “with purpose of entrenching racial inferiority and 

superiority”74 and was oppressive and exploitative of the majority of the South African 

population, primarily the black population. The discriminatory laws against the black population 

included less political rights with no right to have positions in decision-making institutions, 

limited rights of movement, choice of residence, and virtually no social security. The education 

system was particularly set up to make Black African children’s chances extremely limited and 

resort to only unskilled low salaried labour jobs. The goal was to create cheap labour for the 

industries such as mining and farming which was controlled by the white.75 Uprisings, social 

movements and demonstrations were met with banning and violence, the massacre at Sharpeville 

in 1960 being the prime example. 69 black people was shot dead and over hundred injured by the 

South African police force in a demonstration against the pass laws which required all black 
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people to carry a personal reference book wherever they went.76 The oppression of the majority 

of the population continued all the way until 1990 when then president F W De Klerk ordered 

the unbanning of anti-Apartheid organisations, primarily the African National Congress (ANC) 

and the release of prisoner Nelson Mandela. South Africa had its first democratic elections in 

1994 in which ANC won and Mandela became president.  

 

However, for the last 20 years South Africa have struggled with uplifting the majority of the 

population out of poverty, despair, and marginalisation. There was a lot of expectation after 1994 

that social justice and improvement of living and working conditions was going to happen and 

since it hasn’t it has caused much frustration and anger toward the ruling ANC. This is visible in 

daily protests at the unjust socioeconomic conditions of the past have not been addressed 

properly. The continuation of unequal power relations and uneven socioeconomic development 

has led to the worry that more inequality and worsening of conditions will lead to undermining 

of the social stability in society and be detrimental to the entire South African democratic 

project.77 

 

In 1994, ANC inherited a “contradictory legacy”.78 On the one hand South Africa is by far the 

most developed country and biggest economy in Southern Africa compared to its neighbours, on 

the other hand the socioeconomic problems run deep and South Africa is today a divided country 

with “sharp inequalities in the distribution of income, property and opportunities; and high levels 

of crime and violence”.79 South Africa’s history of exploitation of cheap labour without any 

social protection has led to the situation today with a “second economy”. These are marginalised 

people without work in the formal economy and outside the regulatory net, in “survivalist” mode 

trying to make a living. They are, it has been argued “people surplus to the functioning of the 

formal economy, and yet, in fact, very necessary for the continued operations of the formal 

economy”.80 

 

                                                
76 Terreblanche 2002, 306 (See also BBC 21/3 1960 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/march/21/newsid_2653000/2653405.stm) 
77 Ibid., 25-27 
78 Terreblanche 2002, 25 
79 Ibid 
80 Frye, Farred and Nojekwa 2011, 248 
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There has no doubt been progress too in South Africa but for the most part it has gained a 

smaller black elite and not the majority and the class differences within the non-white categories 

in society has grown increasingly.81 South Africa is today a country of extreme wealth and 

extreme poverty.  

 

I will now describe one of the ways the South African government tries to remedy this situation. 

First, outlining the social protection system of South Africa and evaluations of existing 

programs. On top of that I will fuse in my own fieldwork in South Africa with quotes from my 

informants. 

 

Social protection in South Africa today 

A fundamental part of the South African social security system today are the cash transfers 

directed toward people living in poverty, primarily the Child Support Grant (CSG) and the Older 

Persons Grant (OPG, the social pension). The cash transfers are seen as the most effective 

poverty reduction policy by the Government.82 Social insurance exists as well with for instance 

the Unemployment Insurance Fund but it is a contributory scheme for formally employed 

workers and not specifically regarded as a poverty reduction tool in South Africa.  

 

Responsible for the provision of social protection in South Africa is from 2005 the South African 

Social Security Agency (SASSA). Since the end of Apartheid, South Africa introduced a new 

Constitution in 1996. The Constitution contains a wide set of rights, both civil and political and 

economic and social, including the right to social security. SASSA derives its mandate from the 

Constitution which states regarding social security that: “Everyone has the right to have access to 

social security, including, if they are unable to support themselves and their dependents, 

appropriate social assistance”83. 

 

                                                
81 Terreblanche 2002, 29 
82 Frye, Farred and Nojekwa 2011, 271 
83 Section 27 (1) (b) of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act 108 of 1996:    
http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/constitution-republic-south-africa-1996-1 
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According to section 27 (2) in the Constitution, the state is required to “take reasonable 

legislative and other measures, within its available resources, to achieve progressive the 

realization of the right”.84 

 

In 2013/2014, according to SASSA, about 16 million South Africans received some sort of cash 

transfer within the social protection system, roughly 30% of the population. In total expenditure, 

the grants amounted to 113 billion rands to eligible beneficiaries, which represents about 3.2% of 

GDP.85 The grants contain different eligibility criteria to be met before being eligible to apply. 

For instance, the child support grant or the social pension is not given to all people in that age 

group, but targeted at the poorest people.  

The different social grants (cash transfers) are: 

- Child Support Grant: For children between ages 0-18. 

- Older Persons Grants: To persons 60 years or older. 

- Disability Grant: For persons with disability between 18-59 years. 

- Foster Child Grant: For children in need of protection and foster care. 

- Care Dependency Grant: For children with permanent disability in need of care. 

- War Veterans Grant: For war veterans in Second World War or Korean War. 

 

86 

                                                
84 Goldblatt 2014, 1 
85 SASSA 2014: http://www.sassa.gov.za/index.php/knowledge-centre/annual-performance-plans?download=217:annual-
performanc-plan-2014-2015 Accessed the 25th of February, 2015 
86 SASSA 2014, 10: http://www.sassa.gov.za/index.php/knowledge-centre/annual-performance-plans?download=217:annual-
performanc-plan-2014-2015 Accessed the 25th of February, 2015 
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This image shows that the Child Support Grant is by far the biggest grant in South Africa in 

terms of number of beneficiaries. However the sums of the grants differ. The CSG is as of 2015, 

330 rand per month and the Older Persons Grant is as of 2015, 1410 rand per month. They are 

both means tested meaning that the applicant (the primary caregiver in the case of the CSG) have 

to earn less than a certain amount every month to be eligible. For the Older Persons Grant the 

threshold is 5390 rand per month and the Child Support Grant is set at ten times the amount of 

the grant, 3300 rand per month.87 

 

The Child Support Grant wasn’t introduced until 1998 but the social pension has existed in South 

Africa since 1928. For the most part during pre-Apartheid and during Apartheid, the pension was 

only available for the white population, after that for the Coloured population. When it was also 

introduced for the other racial categories, the rates were lower depending on which race-category 

you were, as seen in picture below. 

 

88 

 

An important aspect about the grants is that the eligibility criteria on who can apply and the sum 

disbursed can change due to various reasons, sometimes using human rights in court rulings. The 

Child Support Grant for instance started in the late 90s but it took a long time before the grant 

went to eligible children between the ages 0-18. 

                                                
87 Government of South Africa, 2015: http://www.gov.za/services/child-care-social-benefits/child-support-grant, 
http://www.gov.za/services/social-benefits-retirement-and-old-age/old-age-pension Accessed 15th of March 2015. 
88 Devereux, 2001, 5 
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When the grant was introduced in 1998 it was provided only to children under the age of 
seven. In 2005, following significant campaigning, the grant was extended to reach 
children under the age of 14 (…) The court challenge argued that the group of children 
aged 14-18 were being denied their rights to social security and were discriminated 
against since they were no less deserving of support than the younger group of children 
covered by the grant. In 2010, while judgment was still pending in the case, the 
government extended the Child Support Grant to all children under the age of 18 (…) 
The combination of sophisticated research, strong arguments, public pressure and the 
threat of an adverse court ruling seem to have led to this positive outcome.89 

 

Similar campaigning and advocacy occurred with the social pension. Previously the pension was 

provided from 65 years for men and 60 years for women. Due to campaigning and a pending 

court rule if the difference was discriminating against (poor) men and violated their right to 

social security, the government announced in 2008 that the pension would be equalized to 60 

years of age for both men and women. The government had earlier argued that budgetary 

constraints was the reason for not expanding the grants to further groups but the campaigning 

from civil society and the rights based litigation proved to be powerful strategy in pushing the 

government to include more people in the social protection system.90  

 

Gender perspectives on poverty and social protection in South Africa 

Research on the links between gender and social protection have for the last decade been 

growing.91 An analysis of the racial dimension of poverty and inequality in South Africa as 

earlier mentioned is incomplete without also factoring in gendered dimensions of inequality, 

power and vulnerability. Poverty is gendered in that it affects men and women differently and in 

South Africa, “black women are particularly affected by a multi-faceted layering of 

inequalities”.92 As is also the case globally, women are primarily the caregivers of children and 

responsible for the household. Unequal distribution of income, unequal power in decision-

making and the propensity for absorbing poverty shocks in times of economic downturns (by 

abstaining own private consumption in favor of the children/men) impede efforts for gender 

equality. The HIV/AIDS pandemic has further consolidated the gendered dimension of poverty 
                                                
89 Goldblatt 2014: 
http://www.unrisd.org/UNRISD/website/newsview.nsf/(httpNews)/94FD63AB30E2D44AC1257D5800297B7F?OpenDocument 
Accessed 9th of May 2015. 
90 Ibib. 
91 Razavi and Hassim 2006; Holmes and Jones 2013 
92 Frye, Farred, Nojekwa 2011, 258 
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in South Africa with women having the primary responsibility of the unpaid care work for sick 

family members.93  

 

Women are more likely than men to work in the informal economy which is characterized by 

low wages and insecure, precarious working conditions and little formal social protection. In 

South Africa, domestic workers represent one the most vulnerable informal working groups in 

society, and almost without exception (also globally), all of them are women. For domestic 

workers (primarily cleaning the house and/or tending children) working conditions are 

characterized by low wages, long working hours, and minimal power and autonomy toward the 

employer. Earlier mentioned race and gender aspects are also fused here by class dimensions. 

Some domestic workers live away from their own homes and stay with their employer making 

them very dependent on them, usually with large class differences between them. Normal labour 

legislation for employers and traditional working places is difficult to enforce in someone’s 

home and this makes domestic workers “invisible” to the law. Invisibility to labour laws and 

little job security create a dependency situation for many low educated women living in poverty 

that work as domestic workers, with reports of sexual abuse by the employer not uncommon, 

especially if the woman is a foreign migrant worker.94 For women living in poverty, whether 

they are in informal work such as domestic workers or unemployed, the social protection system 

in South Africa is an important lifeline and gives some fundamental support, although the sums 

are small.95  

 

My own informants will shed further additional light on what the grants mean for this vulnerable 

working group in South Africa, the domestic workers, and also further decribe their working 

conditions. Abigail and Nthabiseng is both around 50-60 year old women who work for the 

domestic workers union and have long experience of struggling for the rights of workers to 

decent working and living condition, including social protection. They paint a picture of a 

vulnerable group of women who lack social protection even though they are sometimes formally 

employed because the employer too rarely registers the worker. Apart from the social grants, if 

you are 60 years or older (pension) or have children and get the CSG, there is little protection. 

                                                
93 Ibid., 259; Lund 2013, 68 
94 Lund 2006, 217, 223; King 2012, 50. (See also Cornwall et al 2013 for the rights of Brazilian domestic workers) 
95 Razavi and Hassim 2006, 22-23 
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Abigail says: ”When it comes to social protection, there is not much that South Africa is offering 

to domestic workers. Like for instance, if a domestic worker lose her job tomorrow, there is 

nothing there for us, except unemployment, basically employers don't register the workers for the 

Unemployment Insurance Fund, which means there is nothing for domestic workers. And, there 

is no protection for the worker if she hurt herself at work, there is no protection for her. There is 

no payment, there is nothing for her.” 

 

Regarding the problem of employers not registering the worker for the formal unemployement 

fund, she continues ”All domestic workers has to registered if working more than 24 hrs a 

month. The problem is this that, the government does not really put emphasis on it. Because they 

don't have offices, labour inspectors, to do the job. So they rely on workers telling them I'm not 

registered.” 

 

There exists fairly good labour laws but they are not always enforced, and rarely cover the 

informal sector, especially domestic workers working in someone’s house. With the lack of 

formal protection for the vulnerable sectors in South Africa, the women working as domestic 

workers have to rely on the kindness of an individual employer which is creates unequal power 

relations and is detrimental to long term security. ”We don't want something on the kindness of 

the employer! We want something that is there, that is a law” says Abigail. 

 

Abigail stresses the importance of valuing the work domestic workers do every day. Women’s 

low paid care work rarely get the recognition it deserves when it comes to the overall economy:  

”But what happens if a domestic worker decide to not go work on a Monday. Where will this 

economy be in the world, or in South Africa? It will stand still. We need to start fighting for the 

value of the domestic worker”. 

 

Abigail thinks that the government should take a bigger responsibility in providing security for 

the vulnerable sector, to take a more positive active approach, which is in line with Nussbaum’s 

arguments on the state and economic and social rights: ”Social security is in our constitution as a 

right, but when you look in practice, it is not working, it’s just something on a paper. It's not 

really working. Many times you hear the domestic workers leave their children alone during the 
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day. Because many domestic workers can't really afford the care centers. It's a sad situation. It 

should be government responsibility to provide for child care facilities. A domestic worker also 

want her child in a créche, but she cannot. No, lack of child care facilities is a big problem in 

South Africa.” 

 

Nthabiseng mentions the unequal power relations many domestic workers face with sexual 

harassment and rape being how it manifests in its worst forms. ”It's a lot. And workers are afraid 

to talk about it. Because they get fired. Many of them come from far away, "sleep in" workers. 

Stay there all the time, the backyard. So now they are afraid to practice their rights. They are 

afraid to say things are not all right because they are afraid to get dismissed and then where are 

they going to go? Because they are far from their home.”  

 

About the importance of for instance the Child Support Grant, Nthabiseng says ”The child 

support grant is important. Especially for domestic workers because they money they are 

earning is not quite enough to, to feed their children, mothers and fathers, and extended family. 

So when they get the grant it gets better, although it is not much, it does something at least. Buy 

their children shoes or something. Things are going up and up every year. The prices. And there 

is no special shopping center for domestic workers. We all go to the same place. They need to 

understand that. Food is expensive for her too. She also got a family to look after. They need to 

understand that.” 

 

About the inequalities in society and the change from 1994 when the first democratic elections 

were held, Nthabiseng holds that ”It's getting better, but very slow. Especially for domestic 

workers in the suburbs. And now when salaries increased, the employers started to complain. 

Saying that you are getting so much, so you now you must work 24hrs a day. Because you are 

getting a lot of money. They are saying it is a lot of money, 2000 is nothing. Really its nothing. 

Too little for them, for domestic workers. So most  things aren't changing. They are saying 

"your" government says, "your" government says, this or that. Like as if the government is only 

for us (blacks), not for all of us.” 
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So, apartheid structures, and those general views are still here in South Africa today? 

”Alive and kicking. Especially in the suburbs. Apartheid views and sense of privilege doesn't 

want to go away. They like it.”, Nthabiseng concludes with a resignated laughter. 

 

I will now turn to specific evaluations of the Child Support Grant in South Africa, which will 

further elucidate questions regarding its potential to reduce inequality and poverty, and questions 

regarding the targeting of the grants and exclusions from the grant with additional quotes from 

my informants in the informal settlement of Blikkiesdorp. Views regarding “deserving” and 

“undeserving poor” and general attitudes toward people living in poverty including a gender 

perspective throughout will conclude the empirical chapter. 

 

Evaluations of the Child Support Grant 

The Child Support Grant (CSG) has seen a remarkable increase in beneficiaries since its 

introduction in 1998. The first year the CSG had only 30 000 beneficiaries as opposed to today 

when SASSA estimates over 11 million beneficiaries. From 2012 beneficiaries have biometric 

payment cards issued by MasterCard which helps with authentification to combat fraud, 

improves payment delivery and cuts costs. Minister of Social Development Ms Bathabile Olive 

Dlamini argues that:           

By putting money directly in the hands of the poor, particularly women, we have 
empowered them to make positive life choices that have improved the lives of South 
African children, particularly on important matters such as improved nutrition, better 
educational outcomes, healthcare and activation of job-seeking behaviour.96 

     
Evaluations of the Child Support Grant (CSG) have been overwhelmingly positive towards its 

effect on the reduction of poverty in South Africa. The overall findings and conclusions was that 

social grants such as the CSG play a crucial role in reducing poverty and inequality and 

promoting social development in South Africa. The evaluations found positive developmental 

impacts in health, educational and nutritional outcomes.97 The Department of Social 

Development, SASSA and the UNICEF commissioned a large study on the impact of the CSG in 

2009.  The study used qualitative and quantitative methods in gathering data from four provinces 

(Eastern Cape, Gauteng, Kwazulu-Natal and Limpopo) and outtakes from the two finished 
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reports are presented here. The sample of people for focus group discussions (FGD) and key 

informant interviews was stratified to reflect diversity with regards to age, gender and urban, 

rural living location. 

 

Use of the grant: The grants are primarily used on buying basic food and consumption needs 

(school related) for the household. The grant is not only used on the child but the entire 

household. The reasons for that is widespread unemployment which results in limited or no 

income for household members. The CSG therefore becomes “diluted” in the household, 

benefiting not just the child which is understandable given the circumstances. In “richer” 

household receiving the CSG, the grant is used more child-specific. Most primary caregiver in 

South Africa are women and they control the use of the CSG in most cases. The use of the grant 

as “talked about” during focus group discussions is illustrated in the below picture.  

98 

The overwhelming use of the grant is on school-related expenses and food, seeing as South 

Africa has school fees and school uniforms as expenditures for families. The size of the grant is 

not big but the importance of even a small sum is felt by the participants: 
 

“The availability of the grant helps one get at least some of the basic needs, even though 
it’s not much but at least you are able to get things. If the mother is unemployed and the 
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father is not around, if you receive this money there is a difference, especially at times 
when I am really broke.” 99 

             

“I think it does help a lot especially for school, you are able to pay the school fees with it, 
kids get money for lunch at break, you can buy food at home with it. Even though it is 
too small but when it arrives you see a difference in the house than the ones who don’t 
receive it.” 100 

 

Education: Many children run the risk of dropping out of school due to the costs of school fees, 

uniforms and transportation among others. As cash constraints are one of the primary reasons for 

school dropout, the CSG is directly impacting on the human capital of South Africans in helping 

families living in poverty in their school expenditures. Another factor that was highlighted was 

due to illness in the household, older siblings had to take care of their younger brothers/sisters 

and missed school therefore. The CSG could be of use there for paying child care for the 

youngest children so older siblings could stay in school. The lack of money to buy school lunch 

is another factor that leads to drop-outs. It is difficult to stay focused an entire day in school 

when you are hungry. The CSG is not enough to cover school lunch, school fees, uniforms and 

transportation.  

“It is the lack of required instruments for school, clothes and food. When going they have 
to eat and when coming back so if there is nothing, they will drop out. They need 
uniforms and are like any other pupils at school. If she does not have warm clothes, socks 
to wear and is always laughed at by other pupils she feels isolated and then decides not to 
go to school. Children want to go to school fully prepared with all the necessary 
requirements.” 101 

 

Health: The CSG is often used for health care costs, primarily for the child but also for other sick 

household members. Even though government clinics and facilities are mostly free of charge 

there are always surrounding costs that needs to be take into account such as transportation and 

also long waiting times. Some clinics charge small fees for administrative purposes. Visiting 

doctors at public hospitals are more expensive but most expensive are private hospitals. Low 

quality, long queues, and sometimes shortage of medicine makes the government facilities less 

attractive if your child is sick but the costs of private facilities are too much for people receiving 
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the CSG. Transportation there and back is an increasing large cost that the CSG can help cover. 

“You find that already you have spent the whole R240 on transport for my child.” said one 

participant and seeing as most people living in poverty use the cheaper options transportation 

cost are often bigger than the medical cost: “You pay R20 at Port Shepstone hospital and 

transport is R24”.102 

 

Adolescent risk: In South Africa as in many other contexts of poverty, social problems arise as a 

consequence of the poverty and inequality and also further reinforce poverty. Young women who 

lack resources are sometimes forced into relationships with older men to obtain food, clothes, 

transport and gifts. From the research in all communities, the risks adolescents face was a factor 

that was mentioned. Looking especially at younger girls dating older men, financial and material 

gain was the overall most consistent driver of these relationships.   

“This happens because these people have money and cars, so these people buy everything 
for them and they also bring them to school with the cars. They give the children money, 
give them pocket money, buy them clothes and even buy stuff for the child’s home … 
There is this other one who dates an old man, every time we would see him giving her 
money and plastics when the child is going home.”103    
   

The phenomenon of so called “sugar daddies”, where transactional sex is not uncommon, is well 

known and has been noticed to lead to higher risks of teenage pregnancy and contracting HIV 

and also higher risk of school dropout. The CSG cannot tackle all social problems but have a role 

to play in at least alleviating some of the need and incentive for adolescent women living in 

poverty in South Africa to have “sugar daddies”.104  

 

Early Childhood Development: Early childhood development (ECD) facilities such as day care 

centres, preschool centres and crèches provide parents with secure environment for their children 

during the workday and are highly valued by the caregivers in South Africa. In ECD facilities the 

children can play, learn and interact with each other and therefore develop more and faster until 

they start primary school. ECD facilities are sometimes also a precondition for women to gain 

access to the labour market. The importance of the CSG in paying the ECD fee is evident 

according to the participants. 
                                                
102 Ibid., 70 
103 Ibid., 82 
104 Ibid., 81-83 
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“People who are receiving the CSG don’t have a problem to pay for crèche because we 
pay every month.” “Yes, we use them, since I get CSG for this child.”  
“Yes the CSG does help pay for the crèche fees – if I didn’t have it my child wouldn’t be 
attending crèche.”  
“The grant is helping us a lot to buy nappies, toiletries and to pay for crèche.”105 

 

Even though there has been positive social development recorded after the introduction of the 

CSG and the evolution of the CSG since 1998 has been good, reaching more eligible children, 

there is still some 2.3 million eligible children not receiving the CSG in South Africa as of today. 

SASSA and UNICEF therefore in 2013 commissioned another study into explaining the reasons 

for these “missing children”. Among these 2.3 million incorrectly excluded children that do not 

receive the CSG, roughly 2 million of those are black children and only around 90 000 are white 

children. Most of them reside in urban areas as opposed to rural. Exclusion is higher amongst 

parents with low education and amongst children who are school dropouts.106 

  
Access to the grants: The general awareness of the eligibility criteria of the CSG is fairly good. 

However, many people have misunderstandings regarding the means test, primarily the income 

threshold. A common misperception is that people who are employed are directly disqualified 

from applying for the grant.  

“My husband left me in the house and was a government employee, now it’s been five 
years since he left me. His employment under government still affects me and we still 
have marriage certificate. So it’s hard for me to go and apply, because I heard that when 
you are married to someone who works you cannot apply because it’s on the computer 
system, and I’m also scared because it will appear on the computer. But I am suffering 
because I’m still not employed and have no income.” 
      
“Some people don’t apply because they are working so they think they are ineligible, 
because they heard about the means test, but if they are earning only a little money they 
might still be eligible so they should apply.”107  
 

Even misinformation from SASSA officials about eligibility occurs. 
 

“Some situations you find that the mother is not working and the father is working but he 
does not look after the kids for no apparent reason, but when the mother visits the office 
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to apply, they will tell her that she can’t get the CSG because the father is working.”108  
      

 

Lack of ID and birth registration and other forms of documentation is a problem in South Africa, 

primarily for people living in poverty in the rural areas. However, improvements of birth 

certificate procedures and less documentation needed have made it easier for parents to newly 

born nowadays. Where previously one had to visit several institutions to get birth registration to 

get the CSG, the process is easier today with hospital providing documentation directly.109 

 

Widely felt confusion and misunderstanding about the means test is one of the primary key 

barriers to access to the CSG. Lack of publicly accessible information regarding the means test 

and other criteria are an important factor in not applying. Other reasons for not applying are 

time-consuming and complex administrative applications but also many mothers (teen mothers 

and refugees) experience prejudice, discrimination and fear when applying for more than one 

child. Lack of knowledge of rights due to language barriers was also a prevalent reason. Lastly, a 

problem regarding teen pregnancies is that a beneficiary of the CSG cannot simultaneously apply 

for her child and both be caregiver and beneficiary.110 

 

Blikkiesdorp 

The informal settlement of Blikkiesdorp lies about 30 kilometers outside of central Cape Town. 

It is officially known as a Temporary Relocation Area (TRA) but the inhabitants call it 

Blikkiesdorp (Afrikaans for Tin Can Town) due to its tin like small shacks. Blikkiesdorp was 

created by the City of Cape Town as a relocation camp for homeless and other evicted people 

living in poverty around Cape Town, also criticised as a ”dumping place” and ”concentration 

camp”.111 Conditions, like in many other townships/informal settlements, are very bad with high 

levels of poverty, destitution and crime and today around 15 000 people live there. 

 

                                                
108 Ibid. 
109 Department of Social Development 2011, 71 
110 SASSA and UNICEF 2013, 6-7 
111 The Guardian 1/4-2010. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/apr/01/south-africa-world-cup-blikkiesdorp Accessed 2nd 
of May 2015; Times Live 8/5 2014: http://www.timeslive.co.za/special/election2014/2014/05/08/blikkiesdorp-residents-hold-on-
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Two of my informants who live in Blikkiesdorp express their frustration with South Africa 20 

years after democracy, highlighting their vulnerable situation but also the importance of the 

social grants. Bianca is 60 years old, retired and receives the Older Person’s Grant (1410 rand) as 

her only income and security. She has no children and her husband passed away roughly 10 

years ago. Thandeka is close to 50 years old and receives the Disability Grant (1350 rand) due to 

medical conditions. She has problems walking because her leg goes limb after a while. She has 

heart problem, arthritis, and are also asthmatic. She has three children and also receives a child 

support grant, although only for one as the other two are over 18 years old now. 

                
 Blikkiesdorp in January 2015.                Photos: Stefan Granlund 

 

Blikkiesdorp is characterised by poverty and unsafe living conditions and because of break ins 

and robberies, there exists a general sense of distrust toward the neighbourhood. Bianca describe 

the feeling of living in Blikkiesdorp: ”We are challenged with drug trafficking, human 

trafficking, prostitution, gangsterism, shootouts, and maybe people die here because I, I mean 

many innocent people die here. People that don't want to be robbed, could get killed. And uh 

there is a lot of break ins. You can't trust to stay out of your household for one night. We are 

actually held captive in your own house. In our own structure.” Some days after this interview, 
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Bianca told me that one of her neighbours, a younger man, had been shot in a drug deal and died 

of the injuries. 

 

Regarding her life situation and income security she says: ” … when it comes to end of month, 

you don't have money. You need to go borrow money. You run out of stuff, and you need to buy. 

Then when you get paid you need to pay those people with interest. You understand? (…) Who's 

gonna look after me? I can't work anymore. I got just this pension.” 

 

About the problematic aspects of the means test and exclusion errors, Bianca claims that SASSA 

has a tendency to scare off eligbile people from applying. ”One is my next door neighbor. She's 

got four kids. She only gets money for two. She's afraid! Even with the third kid, before the fourth 

kid, she didn't go in for grant for the third kid because she was afraid they gonna stop it because 

her husband is working (…) So they actually scare people off. Now who says that is the... eh eh 

how can i say, who says it is the right thing to do.” Her words are a reflection of the common 

misunderstandings and sometimes lack of transparent information that exists about the means 

test in South Africa. Thandeka also reflects on the means test and claims that even if one of the 

parents (usually the father) earns money above the threshold for the CSG, it’s not a guarantee 

that it will be shared in the family, and then the mother can’t get the CSG and the child will 

suffer. 

 

Thandeka has to inject herself with medicine because of her medical conditions. The medicine 

makes her hungry but she can’t always eat the bread at home because then there would be no left 

for the children, so she sometimes chooses not to inject herself. That give her hunger cramps in 

her stomach and when she takes the injection and don't eat she feels sick. For Thandeka, the 

social grants carry a huge importance in her life although they rarely cover all expenses for the 

month. ”You have to buy electric, and you know how quick the electric goes. You must buy 

electric, you must buy food (...) Now can you tell me that with that 1350 rand (is enough)?”  

 

Thandeka however feels it is important to make clear she is not unappreciative. ”The money is 

little but we can do something about it, it’s not lost. And I'm so glad I'm not a smoker, I'm not a 
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drinker. (laughter) Maybe if I did that! (laughter) Yeah but we appreciate it, but I once tell the 

people ... oh we must know the money is little, but I'm not unsatisfied. We do appreciate it!” 

 

- What would happen if you didn’t get it? 

”I don't know what would happen to me if I didn't get the grant (…) I dont know. Maybe that 

time I would die.” 

 

Attitudes towards people living poverty receiving grants 

Notions and attitudes regarding beneficiaries of the CSG are persistent and continues to shape 

popular opinion about the social protection system in South Africa. While there is a fairly strong 

support of the social pensions toward the elderly, the CSG continues to a battlefield of myths and 

negative stereotypes.112 The most popular ones regard the use of the grant. Many people regard 

beneficiaries of the CSG (mostly poor women) as “undeserving poor” in that they use the grant 

for own consumption (buying cosmetics, luxury products, alcohol) or having children just in 

order to get the cash instead of “pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps”, that is working 

their way out of poverty. The “deserving poor” are those that work for their welfare such as 

enrolling in for instance Public Works programs. The social grant is perceived as creating 

dependency of handouts from the government and create laziness among people living in poverty 

and that it is not developmental. The women living in poverty and receiving the CSG are 

sometimes seen as “passive … cunning exploiters of the system”.113 

 

Quantitative research on attitudes towards distributive justice in South Africa show that although 

South Africans believe that the country is too unequal, they still differentiate between 

“deserving” and “undeserving poor” when it comes to government action such as the CSG and 

support is not unconditional. General opinion about people living in poverty is divided, and 

generosity from the elite towards paying taxes is not guaranteed, although a wide range of 

“deserving poor” has been recognized.114 

 

                                                
112 Lund 2015. Honorary doctorate speech Rhodes University 11th of April 2015 http://www.saspen.org/home/wp-
content/uploads/2015/05/Honorary-Doctorate-Acceptance-Speech_Frances-Lund.pdf Accessed on the 10th of May 2015. 
113 Hassim 2006, 116, 120 
114 Seekings 2005 
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This is also the conclusion that I draw from my own fieldwork in South Africa when talking to 

people in informal discussions. A general belief that I encountered about people living in poverty 

in the informal settlements outside for instance Cape Town and Johannesburg is that they “lack 

drive and ambition” and that the situation they're in is not primarily a result of structural 

discrimination and structural inequalities but a personal failing. A view held as also mentioned in 

the literature is that “the poor” cannot be trusted with unconditional cash transfers because they 

will only buy alcohol for it, or that the mothers (in the townships) are indifferent to their 

children’s upbringing and only want the money for themselves.115 

 

Negative and stereotypical attitudes toward people living in poverty are also directly or indirectly 

expressed by the political elite in South Africa. President Jacob Zuma have claimed that South 

Africa “cannot be a welfare state” and have on several occasions expressed views about welfare 

and social protection as “government handouts” that is not developmental. He has also claimed 

that the poorest South Africans “exaggerate” their problems and should help themselves instead 

of waiting for the government to “feed them”.116 In his State of the Nation Address in 2009, 

president Zuma admitted that social grants help combat poverty but also underlined that “we are 

mindful of the need to link the social grants to jobs or economic activity in order to encourage 

self-reliance amongst the able-bodied”.117 The South African government webpage on the Child 

Support Grant says about the grant as a general information that “If you are needy, you can get a 

grant to help you raise the child you look after”.118 The impression is that of a charitable program 

to “the needy” instead of a right provided to parents which has less stigmatising features.  

This concludes the empirical chapter and I will now analyse the social protection system in 

South Africa and its relation to the human right to social security and answer the research 

questions. 

 
                                                
115 Hassim 2006, 120 
116 Eyewitness News 25/3 2015: http://ewn.co.za/2015/03/25/Zuma-Citizens-tend-to-exaggerate-problems Accessed 10th May 
2015 
News24 24/11 2011: http://www.news24.com/Archives/City-Press/Social-grants-cant-be-sustained-Zuma-20150430 Accessed 
10th May 2015 
The Citizen 25/3 2015: http://citizen.co.za/350441/zuma-slams-lazy-south-africans/ Accessed 10th May 2015 
117 State of the Nation Address, 3rd of June 2009: http://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/2009-president-zuma-state-nation-address-
3-june-2009-after-national-elections Accessed on the 10th May 2015. 
118 Government of South Africa 2015: http://www.gov.za/services/child-care-social-benefits/child-support-grant 
Accessed on the 10th of May 2015. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis 

 

In analysing the two different approaches to social protection I argue that a universal approach is 

more in line with human rights standards. With universal approaches to social protection, the 

state provides protection in form of for instance income support as a right you have by virtue of 

being a human, atleast in categorical support, for e.g. everyone over 60 years old or everyone 

with children. Pure citizen-based entitlements as opposed to entitlements based on strict 

conditions and means testing are more effective ways to reduce poverty and inequality, 

especially gender-based poverty. A government that establishes and provides universal social 

protection (in this case e.g. universal child support grants, universal social pension but can 

further include universal basic income grant) enhances people’s central capabilities to live a life 

they have reason to value, a life of dignity, as emphasised by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya 

Sen, a prerequisite for a just society. By doing that they are also protecting people’s human right 

to social security, a fundamental right in the universal declaration of human rights and the 

covenant on economic, social and cultural rights.  

 

South Africa’s social protection system lies in between rights and relief. There exists 

constitutional support for social protection and the existing programs reach a wide number of 

people relative to an African context, providing support and some sort of income security. 

Compared to many developing countries and/or middle-income countries around the world, 

South Africa has a comprehensive social protection system that can inspire other countries with 

steady economic growth. However, South Africa still has a targeted (traditionally Anglo-

American liberal) approach in using the means test to distinguish those in need from the rich. 

This “poor relief” agenda can create tension between rich and poor and views “the poor” as more 

of charitable, passive objects instead of agents with rights.  

 

In line with Nussbaum’s arguments about the positive obligations of the state to actively provide 

support to marginalised and vulnerable groups in society, South Africa’s Child Support Grant 

and Older Person’s Grant are good examples of positive programs. However, more needs to be 

done to fully secure the economic and social rights of all South Africans. Unemployed people 

living in poverty between the ages 19-59 do not receive social protection and women are more 
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likely to be unemployed and/or working the informal economy. Until for instance a basic income 

grant is established to guarantee the dignity and well-being of all South Africans, the government 

can be criticised for having economic and social rights as “mere words on paper” as Nussbaum 

so eloquently puts it.  

 

Although the social protection system has for the last decade improved a lot in terms of reaching 

beneficiaries and providing more transparent and easy access to the grants, there is still as of 

today over two million children incorrectly excluded from the Child Support Grant. So, does my 

hypothesis hold up? Well, partly. It is true that exclusion errors are problematic from a rights 

based view and it is possible to claim it as a violation of one’s human right to social security. 

However, it is slightly more difficult due to the progressive realization “clause” that are linked to 

economic and social rights, also in the South African constitution. The state is bound to take 

legislative action within its available resources to achieve these rights and can therefore claim 

that they are not violating the right seeing as progress has taken place and they lack resources at 

the moment for expansion/universalisation through withdrawing the means test. 

 

Financial constraints are a harsh reality for developing countries when they establish and/or 

expand social protection system and the government need to be able to effectively collect taxes 

from the population in order to provide long-term social protection systems that are non-

contributory. The argument that countries can’t afford universal social protection is a valid one if 

we are talking about low-income countries with minimal institutional capacity to provide and 

deliver social protection for all. Being slightly critical of my own assumptions, a more pragmatic 

view is therefore sometimes needed and to begin with a targeted approach can be acceptable if 

the goal is to expand the program towards universal coverage. However, as we have seen with 

case of South Africa (a relatively rich country), that is not always the case. The politics of social 

protection, the ideology underlying many targeted approaches are that of a neoliberal view of a 

minimal state and that only the “deserving poor” should get protection, or the absolute poorest of 

the poorest. Another alternative acceptable middle way can be targeting within universalism, that 

is to have a universal “floor” of protection and expand it as the economy grows and target on top 

of that. Targeting therefore becomes an extra tool within the universal policy design. In light of 
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that, the most important aspect of establishing social protection systems is not purely an 

economical one, or technical, but a political one.  

 

It is also important not to have too many conditions on social protection because it implies 

paternalistic assumptions about people living in poverty. The statements made by president 

Zuma regarding poor South Africans lack of desire to work, or social grants as passivating 

“handouts” produces and reproduces negative stereotypes of people living in poverty who has 

experienced structural discrimination during apartheid and/or still experiences the tough reality 

of being born in a township today. The targeted means test in South Africa is problematic but at 

least South Africa does not have other conditionalities that beneficiaries need to comply with to 

receive social protection (like e.g. several countries in Latin America). The current system is not 

as bad but still can create tension between taxpayers and beneficiaries, between non-recipients 

and recipients. This run the risk of decreasing social cohesion in societies and communities 

around South Africa, which is already low as we have seen from the informants and literature.  

 

Human rights have and can play an important part in the advancement of social protection 

globally and in South Africa in particularly. It is important as a legal imperative in the courts but 

perhaps more so on a normative basis, changing the mindsets of people in seeing social grants as 

a right, not targeted “handouts” or “charity”. As former UN Special Rapporteur on human rights 

and and extreme poverty Magdalena Sepúlveda argues:  

 
From a rights perspective there are no “undeserving poor.” All people, by virtue of their 
humanity, are deserving and entitled to the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living 
and a minimum level of social protection, at the very least. Social protection is not a 
handout, or a luxury; but rather a right that belongs to everyone.119 

 

The South African social protection system is evolving and although still using means testing the 

rights based aspects are getting better. In accordance with Sepúlveda’s criteria for a rights based 

approach to social protection, South Africa strives for easy and transparent rules and the 

introduction of the biometric payment cards can be seen as progress in that respect. The distrust 

toward the government and state institutions are evident in South Africa in many levels. Fraud 
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and corruption are a reality and social cohesion is low. Easy, understandable, transparent rights 

based programs with a government agency who can be held accountable can help build trust and 

cohesion in society and also build important public support from taxpayers to social protection 

programs that intend to reduce poverty and inequality. Non-transparent programs which also 

targets only a small part of the population risk losing support for long term investment by the 

middle class and can also be criticised from a rights based approach in failing to be non-

discriminatory. 

 

Income support in form of social grants for the vulnerable sectors and people living in poverty in 

South Africa have proved to be important in help securing the livelihoods of the person and also 

their family, especially for women who do a majority of the unpaid care work. The social 

protection system in South Africa represent albeit still rather small but nevertheless an important 

feminist progress in the recent history of South Africa. As domestic workers, who are 

overwhelmingly women, still lack formal protection from the law due to their often informal 

work, the Child Support Grant and the pension represent a important reform in the struggle for 

gender equality. However, only income support will not be enough. With gender inequality 

spanning almost every aspect of social life, more needs to be done and the social protection 

system is but one part of it.  

 

The domestic workers union (SADSAWU) play an important part in strengthening their rights 

and can be a bridging actor in the sometimes unequal power gap between employer and 

employee. However, the vulnerable sectors in South Africa and also people living poverty in 

general is also a broader issue. The domestic workers for instance are a group with a relatively 

low political voice in society in the words of Amartya Sen.120 This is based on the narratives of 

people living in poverty, the myths and the prejudice, and about the middle class with much 

more political power. Marginalised people living in poverty in South Africa rarely have a strong 

political voice in these matters.  

 

Esping-Andersen’s “worlds of welfare”, although limited, present a good base to understand the 

evolving schemes around the world. What’s evident from South Africa, which Esping-Andersen 
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also acknowledges, is that social protection systems are not set in stone, but can change from 

pressure by for instance a vocal civil society and progressive political leaders.  

 

A valid critique of universalism is that why give the richest man in the country a Child Support 

Grant when that money could be spent better elsewhere? A counter argument to that is although 

acknowledging the fact that the richest don’t need it, how can you make sure no one is left 

behind? Seeing as from evidence the take-up rate from for instance means testing are never 100 

% accurate. If you go by that principle, a stronger emphasis on universalism (based on 

solidaristic and rights based approaches) is the way forward and as also earlier mentioned, it also 

helps build crucial social cohesion, a sense of citizenship and trust in societies.  

 

In order to transform South Africa in the future there needs to be more than the current system of 

grants, the sums are too small to be transformative and to break for instance the intergenerational 

transmission of poverty. As Hickey argues, politics matter and the global trend is not 

straightforward when it comes to targeting and universalism, however it shows a ”bias towards 

more ameliorative and less transformative approaches to social protection, which are likely to 

leave the underlying causes of injustice in place”.121 In light of the structural poverty and 

injustices, the discrimination and the inequalities of the past, South Africa has a moral imperative 

to provide more comprehensive social protection. That social protection also needs to stretch to 

the entire population, not just children and pensioners. The current social protection system, as 

laudable as it is and it has been progress, was never meant to provide social security for the 

majority of South Africans. 

To conclude the thesis I will now provide some short ending remarks regarding social protection 

in South Africa, also including a global outlook and after that some suggestions for future 

research. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
121 Hickey 2014, 323 
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Chapter 5: Concluding remarks and suggestions for future research  
 

South Africa’s social protections system lies somewhere in between comprehensive rights based 

protection and charity/poverty relief approaches. Which way will they go in the future? Will they 

continue with elaborate means testing to find ”the poor” or will they base their social protection 

system on universal approaches including all? I have argued that in line with different theorists 

and social justice scholars that a universal approach is more favorable to social development and 

corresponds better with human rights.  

 

Economic and social rights have for too long been seen as something that comes later, as less 

important than civil and political rights. Civil society needs to engage with the full spectrum of 

rights, both negative and positive. Human rights, apart from its legislative part, also have a 

normative aspect that helps provide civil society with tools to pressure governments and hold 

them to account. Rights can be a powerful tool in which to make political claims and the more 

we talk about them, the more likely we are to see them protected.  

 

Social protection is no longer a luxury for high-income countries but something that is being 

expanded globally. Nor is it handouts to be given as charity, it should be viewed as a right, an 

entitlement you have for being human. Although much more needs to be done globally, the 

current expansion of nationally owned social protection systems around the world has proven old 

critics wrong about the pointlessness of emphasising economic and social rights as human 

rights.122 South Africa as a middle income country have shown that it is possible even with a 

large population to start to build a social protection system and they can be a role model for other 

developing countries. 

 

Social protection should primarily be a nationally owned project that goverments introduce to 

fulfill its obligations to protect the rights of their people. However, global actors can be of help, 

both financially and with capacity building. Multilateral organisations (UN, primarily ILO with 

its Social Protection Floor Initiative), bilateral donors (other countries), the international human 

rights movement with non-governmental organisations and solidarity movements can all support 
                                                
122 Cranston 1983  
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globally. The post-2015 agenda with the new Sustainable Development Goals that will supersede 

the Millenium Development Goals in 2015 will be interesting to watch in whether they include 

social protection and in what form. Together they can further be normative trendsetters and 

advocate for a more just society that does not see economic growth as the goal, but a means for 

enhancing human development. What is for sure is that the politics of social protection will be a 

necessary hurdle to pass. It is not as much a technical issue, and a resource issue, but a political 

one that civil society and other progressive actors need to win both locally and globally.  

 

Suggestions for future research 

This thesis raises some further questions how rights based social protection could look like in the 

future. As of today most research has been quantitative. Therefore, more qualitative research 

needs to be conducted with a specific focus on the politics of social protection due to its 

importance in build up of programs. In recent developments in other developing countries such 

as India and Namibia have shown the promise of piloting universal basic income grants in quests 

to eradicate poverty without categorical targeting, that is including everyone. Further empirical 

research that looks at basic income grants and/or universal child grants and their potential for 

creating sustainable livelihoods in low- and middle income countries would be of utmost 

importance for governments in developing countries and bilateral and multilateral donors in the 

field of international development. 
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Appendix 
 

I used slightly different questions for the professional union workers than for my informants in 

Blikkiesdorp. For the union workers I emphasised questions regarding social protection for 

domestic workers. This interview guide was only a starting point and all questions in the guide 

wasn’t asked for all interviews. 

 

Interview guide: 

 

What do you think of South Africa today? How does a normal day look like for you?  

What does safety/security mean to you in your everyday life? What do you think is the difference between 

South Africa today and South Africa during apartheid?  

 

What is your primary income today?? What kind of expenses should a grant cover, do you think?  

 

Describe what it would mean to be able to plan ahead in your life? To invest in the future? (Or your 

children’s future?) Do you feel you have enough money to last all month? How do you feel the pension 

stands up against the costs of living, for instance groceries every month? 

 

How do you feel about conditions that you should meet before receiving a grant? What do you think 

about a system like that? What do you think a similar system in South Africa would do for the inequality? 

 

When you hear the word human rights, what comes in to your mind then? What do you think about human 

rights? Do you think social security/protection (child support grants/pension) is a human right?  

 

What does the grant mean to you? How does it feel to receive grants? What would you say is the general 

opinion of grants (such as child support) in South Africa today?  

 

Do you have trust in the current government? Describe the lack of trust in the current institutions in this 

country? Government officials? Do you have trust in your neighbours? Do you feel safe in your 

neighbourhood? If so why, why not? 
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What would you feel about getting a sum every month without having to do anything (e.g 200 R) without 

any tests or conditions? Every SA citizen getting a basic income grant every month?  

 

What would your dream scenario look like in South Africa? Describe what it means to feel secure in your 

life? What would it take to not life on the fringes, the margins, every month? To be able to plan ahead? 

 

How did you feel about this interview? Before we quit, do you have anything you would like to add that 

we haven’t touched upon?  

 

 


