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Power and Inequality (HPHI4904), Policy paper

Structural Violence in Post-Apartheid South Africa

Introduction
Structural violence refers to forms of harm embedded within political, economic, and social institutions that systematically prevent individuals and groups from meeting their basic needs or achieving their full potential. Norwegian sociologist Johan Galtung (1969) introduced the concept to explain how unequal social structures create avoidable suffering without requiring direct physical violence. According to Galtung, structural violence exists when disparities in access to resources, opportunities and rights are built into society and become normalised over time.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Johan Galtung, 'Violence, Peace, and Peace Research', Journal of Peace Research, 6.3 (1969), 167–191.] 

South Africa represents one of the clearest examples of structural violence. Although apartheid officially ended in 1994 with the country's transition to democracy, its legacy continues to shape patterns of poverty, unemployment, unequal education, inadequate healthcare, land ownership, and housing.[footnoteRef:2] Racial inequalities established during apartheid remain reflected in economic and social outcomes, particularly affecting Black South Africans. Despite numerous government initiatives aimed at reducing inequality, structural barriers continue to limit social mobility and economic inclusion. [2:  Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom (London: Abacus, 1995).] 

This policy paper argues that reducing structural violence requires a comprehensive strategy rather than isolated policy interventions. It recommends a combined approach centred on universal investment in education, targeted infrastructure development, accountable land reform, community-led local economic development, and stronger anti-corruption measures. Together, these policies offer the greatest potential to reduce inequality, expand opportunities, and promote inclusive and sustainable development.

Overview
Although apartheid ended with democratic elections in 1994, its institutional legacy remains visible. Wealth remains highly concentrated, and South Africa continues to experience one of the world's highest levels of income inequality.[footnoteRef:3] A sizeable proportion of productive agricultural land and private wealth remains concentrated among a small section of the population, while many Black South Africans continue to experience poverty and limited economic opportunities. [3:  The World Bank, Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in South Africa: An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and Opportunities (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2018).] 

Housing inequality illustrates the persistence of structural violence. During apartheid, Black communities were deliberately located far from economic centres, with poor infrastructure and limited public services. Informal settlements continue to house millions of people who often lack reliable sanitation, electricity, clean water, and transport.[footnoteRef:4] These living conditions reduce quality of life while limiting access to employment and education. [4:  Statistics South Africa, General Household Survey 2023 (Pretoria: Statistics South Africa, 2024).] 

Healthcare disparities similarly reflect structural inequality. South Africa has advanced private healthcare facilities that primarily serve wealthier citizens, while public healthcare systems remain underfunded and overstretched.[footnoteRef:5] Rural areas frequently experience shortages of doctors, nurses, medical equipment, and medicines. Consequently, poorer communities experience worse health outcomes despite constitutional guarantees of healthcare access. [5:  Department of Health, National Health Insurance Policy: Towards Universal Health Coverage (Pretoria: Department of Health, 2017).] 

[bookmark: _Int_2wLFx2TT]Educational inequality also remains significant. Schools in historically disadvantaged communities often lack qualified teachers, adequate facilities, digital technology, and learning resources. Learners in affluent urban schools achieve substantially better educational outcomes, reinforcing cycles of poverty across generations.[footnoteRef:6] Unequal education reduces access to higher education and skilled employment, limiting social mobility. [6:  Nic Spaull, 'South Africa's Education Crisis: The Quality of Education in South Africa 1994–2011', Report Commissioned by the Centre for Development and Enterprise (Johannesburg: Centre for Development and Enterprise, 2013).] 

Employment inequality further contributes to structural violence. South Africa consistently experiences extremely high unemployment rates, particularly among young people.[footnoteRef:7] Historical discrimination, unequal educational opportunities, and limited access to economic networks continue to disadvantage many Black South Africans in the labour market. Informal employment and insecure work also contribute to persistent poverty. [7:  Statistics South Africa, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, Quarter 4, 2024 (Pretoria: Statistics South Africa, 2025).] 

These inequalities make up structural violence because they are not simply the result of individual choices but arise from longstanding institutional arrangements. People living in disadvantaged communities face systemic barriers that reduce their opportunities for economic advancement, education, and health. Although democratic institutions now guarantee equal rights before the law, unequal access to resources continues to produce avoidable suffering and restrict human development. Structural violence therefore persists through unequal institutions rather than through overt legal discrimination.

Current Policies
Since 1994, the South African government has introduced many policies designed to address apartheid's legacy and reduce structural inequalities.
[bookmark: _Int_BNOlfzFU][bookmark: _Int_tHhanbJH][bookmark: _Int_SOak2S3Q]The Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) was among the first major initiatives introduced after democracy. The RDP looked to provide housing, electricity, clean water, sanitation, and healthcare to historically disadvantaged communities. Millions of subsidised houses were constructed, and access to essential services improved significantly. However, critics argue that many RDP houses were built far from employment opportunities, while rapid urbanisation has continued to increase housing shortages. Consequently, informal settlements remain widespread.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Republic of South Africa, White Paper on Reconstruction and Development (Cape Town: Government Printer, 1994).] 

[bookmark: _Int_oxnEMvcu][bookmark: _Int_dLkYijoL]Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) was introduced to increase Black ownership and participation within the economy. BEE encourages businesses to promote Black ownership, management, procurement, and skills development. The policy has helped create a growing Black middle class and increased representation within corporate leadership. Nevertheless, critics argue that BEE has disproportionately benefited politically connected elites while delivering fewer benefits to poorer communities.
[bookmark: _Int_Ad2YWU68]The Employment Equity Act looks to eliminate workplace discrimination and improve representation of historically disadvantaged groups through affirmative action. The legislation has increased racial and gender diversity in many sectors, particularly within the public service. However, implementation remains uneven, particularly in the private sector. Employers sometimes regard compliance as administrative rather than transformational, while broader unemployment limits the policy's overall impact.¹⁰
[bookmark: _Int_Mm8t9fMX]The National Development Plan (NDP) 2030 provides a long-term framework for reducing poverty and inequality through economic growth, education reform, infrastructure development, and improved governance. The NDP recognises that sustainable development requires coordinated action across multiple sectors. Its comprehensive approach has been widely praised for identifying key development priorities.¹¹
[bookmark: _Int_um9EU0uQ]However, implementation has faced considerable challenges. Limited administrative capacity, budget constraints, political instability, and corruption have slowed progress towards many objectives. Infrastructure projects have experienced delays, while state-owned enterprises have often struggled with inefficiency and financial mismanagement.¹³
[bookmark: _Int_Yf6qLOfn]Overall, these policies demonstrate substantial government commitment to addressing structural violence. They have expanded access to housing, electricity, education, and political participation while promoting greater workplace diversity and economic inclusion. Nevertheless, persistent inequality suggests that existing policies have not fully addressed the structural causes of poverty and exclusion. Weak implementation, corruption, insufficient coordination, and unequal economic growth continue to limit policy effectiveness. Addressing structural violence therefore requires both improved implementation of existing programmes and the introduction of complementary policies that focus more directly on local economic development and equal opportunity.
Future Policy
Several policy options could further reduce structural violence and promote inclusive development.
[bookmark: _Int_cHKtfojw]The first option involves expanded land reform. Land redistribution could address historical dispossession while improving rural livelihoods and agricultural productivity. Secure land ownership may increase household wealth and support small-scale farming. However, poorly managed redistribution risks reducing agricultural production, discouraging investment, and creating uncertainty over property rights. Successful reform therefore requires transparent legal processes, agricultural support services, and careful monitoring.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Republic of South Africa, Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act 53 of 2003 (Pretoria: Government Printer, 2004).] 

[bookmark: _Int_DHiuTogU]A second option is universal investment in education. Increased funding for early childhood education, teacher training, school infrastructure, and digital technology would improve educational outcomes and reduce long-term inequality. Education increases productivity, employment opportunities and economic growth while promoting social mobility. The primary disadvantage is that educational investment produces benefits gradually and requires sustained financial commitment over many years.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Republic of South Africa, Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1998).] 

[bookmark: _Int_dUl6L2pB]A third option focuses on community-led economic development. Local governments could support cooperatives, small businesses and community enterprises through grants, business training, and improved access to finance. Such programmes encourage entrepreneurship, create employment, and strengthen local economies while ensuring development reflects community priorities. However, outcomes may vary across regions depending on local leadership, institutional capacity, and available resources.
[bookmark: _Int_shSFjjo7]A fourth option involves targeted infrastructure investment, particularly in disadvantaged rural and township communities. Improved transport networks, electricity, broadband internet, healthcare facilities, and water systems would expand economic opportunities while improving living standards. Better infrastructure attracts private investment and connects isolated communities to labour markets. However, infrastructure projects require substantial public expenditure and may be vulnerable to corruption, procurement irregularities, and construction delays if oversight mechanisms are weak.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  National Planning Commission, National Development Plan 2030: Our Future – Make It Work (Pretoria: National Planning Commission, 2012).] 

Each policy offers important benefits but also has limitations. Land reform addresses historical injustice but requires careful implementation to maintain productivity. Education provides long-term social transformation but cannot immediately reduce unemployment. Community-led development encourages local participation but depends upon institutional effectiveness. Infrastructure investment generates broad economic benefits but requires effective governance and budgetary management.
Rather than selecting a single policy, a comprehensive strategy combining these approaches is more likely to address the multiple dimensions of structural violence. Structural inequality affects education, housing, healthcare, employment, and economic opportunity simultaneously. Therefore, policy responses should likewise operate across multiple sectors to achieve sustainable and inclusive development.
Recommendation
The most effective approach to reducing structural violence in South Africa is a coordinated strategy that integrates education, infrastructure development, accountable land reform, local economic development, and stronger anti-corruption measures.
Education should receive priority because it addresses one of the root causes of long-term inequality. Increased investment in teacher quality, school facilities, digital learning, and vocational education would improve employment opportunities and promote intergenerational social mobility.[footnoteRef:12] Equal educational opportunities also strengthen economic competitiveness and reduce dependence on social welfare. [12:  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Education at a Glance 2023: OECD Indicators (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2023).] 

Infrastructure investment should focus on historically disadvantaged communities through improved transport, electricity, water, healthcare facilities, and broadband connectivity. Better infrastructure enhances quality of life while enabling businesses to expand and create employment opportunities.
Land reform should continue but be implemented through transparent legal frameworks supported by agricultural finance, technical training, and ongoing government assistance. Redistribution should aim not only to correct historical injustice but also to ensure productive land use and sustainable rural development.
Community-led economic development should empower local governments, cooperatives, and small enterprises to identify development priorities and stimulate employment. Supporting entrepreneurship and small businesses broadens economic participation while reducing dependence on large corporations.
Finally, stronger anti-corruption measures are essential to improve policy implementation. Independent oversight institutions, transparent procurement systems, effective auditing, and stronger legal accountability would ensure that public resources reach intended beneficiaries.[footnoteRef:13] Reducing corruption would improve public confidence and maximise the effectiveness of development programmes. [13:  Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index 2024 (Berlin: Transparency International, 2025).] 

This integrated strategy recognises that structural violence is multidimensional and therefore cannot be solved through isolated interventions. Combining economic, educational, institutional, and social reforms provides the greatest opportunity to reduce inequality and create inclusive development that benefits all South Africans.
Conclusion
Despite the end of apartheid more than three decades ago, structural violence continues to shape opportunities and living conditions in South Africa. Persistent inequalities in wealth, education, healthcare, housing, and employment demonstrate that legal equality alone is insufficient to achieve social justice. Existing government policies have made important progress but remain constrained by implementation challenges and persistent institutional weaknesses. A coordinated policy framework combining education, infrastructure, accountable land reform, community-led economic development, and stronger anti-corruption measures offers the most effective pathway towards reducing structural violence and promoting a more equitable and inclusive South African society.
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