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Movement continues to hugely inform the struggle of the post-apartheid 
South African. 

Nevertheless, the book is a commendable read for the youth who wish 
to contribute meaningfully to their generational call. It is also for those 
who have longed to understand the fuss behind the Fallist movement. It 
challenges those who have doubted the intellectual ability of post-apartheid 
South African youth to contribute to the philosophical space. 
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The basis of this book by Jeremy Seekings and Nicoli Nattrass is to 
unravel why poverty has persisted in South Africa ever since the advent of 
democracy in 1994. The authors provide a class analysis in identifying who 
has and has not remained poor, how public policies reproduced poverty 
and why these policies were adopted. They conclude that the discourses of 
the South African welfare state, labour market policies and the growth path 
challenges of South African economy can be attributed to neo-liberalism.

This book has eleven chapters. However, my review stresses the chapters 
that are most important for proper conceptualisation of the persistence of 
poverty in South Africa. At the outset, the authors engage the concepts 
of neo-liberalism and social democracy and map out why they should be 
considered as the reason for the prevalence of poverty. Neo-liberal ideology 
is argued to be rested on the power of international and, to a lesser extent, 
domestic capital. 

The illustration of the effects of neo-liberal ideology is revealed through 
the side-lining of the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) 
and adoption of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) 
macroeconomic strategy in 1996. Seekings and Nattrass view GEAR to 
be a neo-colonial project that sought to replace white capital with black 
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capital, using revolutionary sounding phrases as a way of soliciting 
sympathy from the working class, while usurping the power of the working 
class for the benefit of white capital. The book criticises the South African 
political milieu for having an economy that was growing at 3%, yet, instead 
of ensuring greater participation in the mainstream economy through 
genuine ownership and redistribution, they introduced Black Economic 
Empowerment (BEE) and their blackness as a tool to shame white people 
into giving them shares.

The authors further argue that social democracy is a highly heterogeneous 
concept. At its loosest, it embraces any positions that advocate interventions 
in the market economy to reduce inequality and promote social justice 
whilst working through the institutions of representative democracy 
and rejecting revolutionary strategies. Simply put, in theory South 
Africa’s social democracy appeared progressive, yet it was indebted to 
the discourses of liberalism. The critique is extended to political parties 
around the world that claim to be socialist democratic on this basis, and 
affiliate to the socialist international, but they cannot show evidence of real 
commitment to social justice. 

This book offers an insight into poverty amidst affluence by illustrating how 
poverty persisted despite steady economic growth and growing affluence 
of a few. It shows how, in 1994, poverty rates were higher in South Africa 
than almost any other middle -income country, with only Brazil having a 
similar poverty rate. The authors do not limit the explanation of poverty to 
present-day government policies. They also provide historical explanations, 
based on three historical facts. Firstly, they argue that Africans were 
dispossessed of their land through Apartheid. As a result, the last vestiges 
of an independent African peasantry had been destroyed, both on white 
owned farms and in Bantustans. Secondly, they contend that working-age 
adults were unemployed for both personal and economy-wide reasons: 
they probably lacked the skills, credentials or connections required to get 
work in an economy with shrinking opportunities for less-skilled workers. 
Thirdly, the authors explain that African households had no claims on the 
state, in that none of their members were eligible for government grants. 
The main argument is therefore that both poverty and affluence were, in 
large part, the consequence of the Apartheid distributional regime-that is, 
of the combination of growth path and public policies.
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The book further shows that with the historical imbalances in place, there 
was no political will to eradicate poverty except revolutionary sounding 
phrases with no implementation. Some of the implementations they 
suggest are that welfare states support citizens’ income through distinct 
mechanisms such as social insurance, which entails state-run contributory 
schemes that pool risk within groups of working people, providing some 
combination of pension in old age and grants in the event of sickness, 
disability or unemployment. 

The last significant chapter is titled, “The welfare state, public service 
and social wage”. The book shows how, through the neo-liberal path 
taken by both central and local government, houses were built by private 
developers, municipal services outsourced to contractors, while municipal 
government emphasised cost delivery. It also shows how the better public 
schools charged substantial fees, and the private health care sector absorbed 
a small minority of the population. 

Having read the book, the reader gets a good picture of the reasons for 
the persistence of poverty in South Africa. The authors’ combination of the 
retrogressive historical factors and the present-day government policy and 
implementation provides a balanced explanation for poverty. However, 
as much as the post-apartheid government should be criticised, it should 
be noted that countries that have strong social policies have high levels 
of savings. For example, China has up to 50% of savings of their GDP. 
Yet the new post-1994 government was bankrupt and had to service the 
massive debt it inherited from the Apartheid government. Such a situation 
should, therefore, be considered as one of the significant historical factors 
that made the establishment of a social democracy almost impracticable. 

The book by Seekings and Nattrass deals with a critical issue in 
contemporary South Africa. It relates to how the colonial division of 
South African society into citizens (whites) and subjects (blacks) persists 
in the post-apartheid era because of the failure of the decolonisation 
process (Mamdani, 1996). This book is a worthwhile read in providing 
an overview of South Africa’s welfare since the advent of democracy 
and anyone who wishes to understand post-apartheid South Africa from 
a historical perspective should consider reading it. It is a useful resource 
in understanding how historical change tends to be always associated with 
some form of continuity. 


