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Abstract

Multiple crises have emerged in South Africa in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
General well-being is in severe danger from the immediate effects of the virus and the 
longer-term impact of hunger due to a growing economic crisis. While the working-class 
majority struggle, there is a political struggle for political power playing out among factions 
in the ruling party. These tensions flared up in the wake of President Jacob Zuma’s imprison-
ment in July 2021, leading to widespread unrest and destruction. These experiences point 
to a failing economic system that neglected the poor. If this neglect continues, then this 
unrest may continue. In making this argument, I base my analysis upon the views of politi-
cal luminaries such as Neville Alexander, Archie Mafeje, and Roger Southall. Their views 
are linked to the experiences of many South Africans during the pandemic.
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In early July 2021, while South Africa was in the midst of the third wave of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the country was also in the midst of a dispute between former 
President Zuma and the National State Capture Commission tasked to identify deep-
seated cases of corruption harming the country. President Zuma challenged the legiti-
macy of the Commission’s chairperson, Chief Justice Zondo, and therefore refused 
to testify at the Commission. Due to this refusal, President Zuma was judged guilty 
of contempt of court and sentenced to fifteen months in prison (Calland 2021). His 
imprisonment was followed by a series of riots near his home village, which gradually 
expanded to widespread looting across two provinces, leaving over 300 people killed 
and the destruction of property amounting to billions of rands (Reuters 2021; Seek-
ings 2021; Sidimba 2021). While the trauma remains fresh in the minds of South 
Africans, many are looking for answers that explain this period of unrest and chaos.

South Africa has one of the highest income inequality, poverty, and structural un-
employment levels among emerging economies globally (Netshitenzhe 2013). Despite 
twenty-seven years of government policies attempting to address these disparities, little 
has changed on average for poor South Africans, with the state failing to provide basic 
services to a large portion of society. As explained later in this article, when analyzing 
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the socioeconomic dimension of the COVID-19 pandemic, one notes how it has 
exacerbated existing developmental crises and created considerably greater challenges 
for the government to address (Maringira 2020).

Across all provinces in the country, poverty and inequality are widespread. Nation-
ally, the Gini coefficient was reported as 0.65 in 2019, which has remained relatively 
consistent since 2006 (Statistics South Africa 2019). In addition to these high levels 
of inequality, 14 percent of households live in informal settlements, with houses con-
structed using substandard materials and having little access to piped water or sanita-
tion (SERI 2018: 6). Unfortunately, twenty-seven years into democracy, those living 
in these conditions are predominantly from the black population group. The effects 
of the Apartheid era Group Areas Act of 1950 remain, with people of color forcefully 
removed from prime real estate and relocated vast distances away from the economic 
centers of cities. To date, the population of the country is primarily segregated along 
racial lines (SERI 2018: 6). This racial distribution of poverty further adds to tensions 
between racial groups, worsening social cohesion. Thus, a sociocultural analysis of the 
pandemic highlights how societal tensions were exacerbated through the effects of 
looting and unrest.

From the sociopolitical perspective, the stresses of the pandemic have also height-
ened political conflicts. Many have questioned whether the spree of looting and sub-
sequent violence in July 2021 was a form of protest in response to the majority’s 
experiences of poverty or from political dissidents waging an organized campaign to 
destabilize the country. The timing of the violence also cannot be ignored, as it fol-
lowed immediately after President Zuma was imprisoned. It also occurred during a 
period labeled as an Adjusted Level 4 Lockdown due to the peaking of the COVID-19 
third wave. Jaco Barnard-Naudé (2021) argues that it was a confluence of factors, in-
cluding the experiences of extreme poverty, hunger, unemployment, and homelessness, 
combined with the imprisonment of a populist figure.

Adam Habib (2021) describes the state of hopelessness that is pervasive in poor 
communities. The lack of service delivery has become generalized across the state, 
with several institutions weakened by prolonged corruption and incompetent man-
agement. However, Habib (2021) also highlights how factions have taken advantage 
of these frustrations to mobilize people into a state of unrest. The factionalism within 
the African National Congress (ANC, the ruling party in South Africa) also highlights 
how vulnerable the institution of democracy has become (Booysen 2021). Luzuko 
Gaxamba (2021) argues that while a disgruntled ANC faction may have orchestrated 
the initial social unrest, the underlying pain points affecting the majority remain. In 
a country with a history of violent protest and unrest, Gaxamba (2021) warns that 
these experiences will continue until the country’s socioeconomic challenges have 
been addressed.

Although half of the population was born after the 1994 democratic election, the 
country and these young people specifically still suffer from the legacy of the Apart-
heid system, which includes terrible challenges such as gross inequality and high levels 
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of corruption. After more than a year of repeated lockdowns, these factors have inten-
sified, leading to socioeconomic, sociocultural, and sociopolitical crises. This article 
describes the interconnected nature of these crises in the context of the pandemic. The 
core of these crises can be attributed to an incomplete political revolution, as described 
by Neville Alexander and Archie Mafeje, where the country’s leadership adopted pro-
capital policies to the detriment of the working class. After twenty-seven years of such 
policy, the country’s inequalities have deepened and social challenges have worsened.

Research Question and Approach

In this article, I am cognizant of Gaxamba’s and other political analysts’ warnings. 
In analyzing the societal impact of the COVID-19 crisis, my argument leans on the 
social quality framework. I argue that the violent societal unrest experienced in South 
Africa was the logical conclusion for a society contending with several parallel and 
interconnected challenges such as inequality, well-being, corruption, and political in-
stability. In deploying the social quality (analytical) approach (SQA), I cluster the chal-
lenges of the crisis into three dimensions, namely, the socioeconomic, sociocultural, 
and sociopolitical dimensions. When these crises are neglected for a prolonged period, 
societal unrest should be expected. The South African case is a cautionary tale for 
developing and emerging economies grappling with multiple crises, and demands an 
accelerated effort to resolve these complex and interconnected factors.

Furthermore, my analysis and arguments are intertwined with notions on the four 
(societal) conditional factors for social quality, namely socioeconomic security, social 
cohesion, social inclusion, and social empowerment. In my conclusions, I shall use 
the normative factors of social quality theory (SQT)—namely social justice, solidarity, 
equal value, and human dignity—as criteria by which to judge the moral impact of 
the depicted crisis in South Africa.

I ground my argument in the analysis produced by South African political theory 
luminaries Neville Alexander, Archie Mafeje, and Roger Southall, who wrote exten-
sively on socialist revolutions throughout their careers and the implications of an 
incomplete national revolution. I refer to the work of researchers who have analyzed 
these authors’ careers and writings, summarizing key arguments relevant to this ar-
ticle. Their analysis is further contextualized by the contributions of Brian Levy, Allan 
Hirsch, Vinothan Naidoo, and Musa Nxele.

These authors describe the vulnerable transition of economic and political systems 
and the implications of not addressing the working class’s socioeconomic, sociopoliti-
cal, and sociocultural needs. The authors warn that these vulnerabilities can be taken 
advantage of, describing a downward spiral to societal unrest. I connect this argument 
to the experiences in South Africa since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. I pay 
attention to these multiple crises by describing the crisis in service delivery and how 
the poor are often denied basic rights. In doing so, I follow the snowball approach in 
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collecting literature, and I focus on peer-reviewed sources and news reports detailing 
the experiences of South Africa.

South African Socialist Revolution Theories

In 2002, anti-Apartheid activist and intellectual Neville Alexander warned that the 
socio-historical fabric of the country could unravel in the course of a few weeks, 
citing the experiences of Rwanda and Bosnia. Alexander believed that prejudice could 
proliferate if those in power fail to confront the societal failures affecting our educa-
tional, economic, political, and other state institutions (Motala and Vally 2021). With 
unabated rises in poverty, hunger, inequality, and unemployment, Alexander warns 
that tensions in society will increase: “Suffice it to say that unless the Gini coefficient 
is tackled seriously, all talk of social cohesion and national unity is so much nonsense” 
(2012: 36).

Alexander has repeatedly argued that without serious actions to reduce inequality 
superficial attempts to address social cohesion or build national unity will not prove 
effective (Motala and Vally 2021). Alexander described post-Apartheid South Africa 
as a society that offers an illusion of freedom. He argues that the new democratic 
government had failed to provide a normative foundation that addresses the impacts 
of racial capitalism. His criticism of the post-Apartheid government was often cutting 
and direct. For example:

Ownership and control of the commanding heights of the economy . . . have remained 
substantially in the same hands as during the heyday of Apartheid. It is perfectly justifiable 
to say that what we used to call the Apartheid capitalist system has simply given way to the 
post-Apartheid capitalist system. The jargon of those who make the decisions has changed 
(everyone has become “non-racial” and “anti-racist”), a few thousand black middle class 
people have boarded the gravy train and are being wooed into the ranks of the established 
(white) elite, but the nature of the state remained fundamentally unchanged. (Alexander 
2002: 64)

Accordingly, Alexander believed that describing the country as a rainbow nation did 
little to advance a shared national identity or the ideals of solidarity when society’s 
structure was unequal and systems of power and privilege denied opportunities to the 
working-class majority. It is the historical memory of the injustices of the Apartheid 
system, combined with a request for the working-class majority to wait patiently 
for the trickle-down effects of the neoliberal macroeconomic framework, which, ac-
cording to Alexander, would lead to a social breakdown. Furthermore, the effects of 
blatant greed and corruption involving public figures or role models will accelerate 
the country’s descent into violent societal unrest (Cloete 2014). Given the country’s 
vicious cycle of poverty, Alexander explained:
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Only an inveterate denialist or a fool would maintain that the new South Africa as a political 
and social entity is not currently facing one of its deepest crises . . . Our real concerns are the 
palpable signs of social breakdown all around us; the ever more blatant examples of greed 
and corruption involving public figures, who are expected to be the role models for our 
youth; the unspeakable abuse of children, of the aged and of women; the smug dishonesty, 
indiscipline and slothfulness of those who are paid to render public services; the lack of 
respect for life-preserving rules, such as those of the road; the unthinkable violence in so 
many communities, unknown even in conditions of conventional warfare; the boundary-
crossing abuse of all manner of drugs in all layers of society; the massive number of deaths 
caused by AIDS; the trashing of the public health system; in short, the general mayhem and 
apparently suicidal chaos that ordinary people experience in their daily lives. These things 
are our everyday reality. (Alexander 2013: 39–40)

Alexander’s analysis was developed over the course of his life. Toward his death in 
2012, he had repeatedly criticized the South African government and the economic 
system’s inability to address the multiple crises affecting the country. Archie Mafeje’s 
theories about democracy and development were written before 1990, concentrating 
on the ideas of a national democratic revolution and a socialist revolution. Mafeje 
argues that Marxist views, like those shared by Alexander, underestimated the ability 
of the petite bourgeoisie class to develop a capacity to frustrate attempts to advance 
societal transformation. Mafeje posited that a national democratic revolution, as ex-
perienced in South Africa in 1994, will suffer from the interests of monopoly capital 
acting in opposition to the needs of the majority (Nyoka 2019: 209–217). As Mafeje 
noted:

Under conditions of monopoly capitalism, imperialism will abort the national democratic 
revolution by imposing a petit-bourgeois comprador class whose interests will be opposed 
to those of the majority of the people. (Mafeje 1986: 117)

Mafeje argues that the path to complete liberation for oppressed people globally re-
quires a deconstruction of dual economies—the informal and the formal. The strug-
gle is incomplete if a portion of society remains oppressed following a democratic 
revolution that concentrates on race while ignoring class differences. The democratic 
revolution ignored the moral imperative to implement policies that advance society’s 
social transformation; therefore, Mafeje believed the incomplete revolution could 
naturally transition to a second-stage socialist revolution, transferring power to the 
disenfranchised (Nyoka 2020a). Mafeje argued that “socialist democracy is on the 
agenda precisely because of the unrealizability of bourgeois democracy under condi-
tions of imperialism and monopoly capitalism” (1986: 119). Mafeje believed that 
South Africa’s negotiated transition from the Apartheid system was corrupted, given 
the strange alliance between the black and white bourgeoisie classes. He believed that 
both groups were enticed by imperialist gains and began the negotiation intending to 
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first secure finance capital’s interests. During this period, the plight of the proletariat 
was ignored, and this explains the incomplete revolution (Nyoka 2020b: 215–216).

In 1987, Roger Southall contemplated the options that the country faced in its 
transition towards majority rule. He believed sociopolitical revolutionaries might suc-
cumb to the international Western pressures favoring a capitalist system. At that stage, 
the alternate view was that the country was in a unique position allowing for the “first 
genuine socialist society in Africa” (Southall 1987). However, Southall emphasized 
that the abolition of capitalism was not guaranteed due to the polarity of the inter
national political discourse. Southall further argued that implementing socialist poli-
cies within a capitalist framework of democracy may be blocked by the formidable 
power of private capital. He cited his experiences in Zimbabwe, which followed a 
similar socialist struggle only to find the Mugabe government of 1987 to encourage 
capitalism and use the language of a national democratic revolution instead of a social-
ist revolution (Southall 1987).

Levy and colleagues (2021: 1–4) discuss the unresolved tensions in South Africa 
twenty-seven years after the first democratic elections. The warnings of Alexander, 
Mafeje, and Southall have materialized in several forms, resulting in anger due to 
the distribution of economic and political power. The authors describe the potential 
accelerating downward spiral with mounting pressures on society, which could pres-
ent violently. In early 2021, the country experienced weakening economic perfor-
mance, institutional decay, opportunistic ethnopopulism, and anger feeding into each 
factor. The government seemingly was unable to respond decisively to the multitude 
of factors that further exacerbated the levels of tension and anger. Globally, Levy and 
colleagues (2021: 4–12) argue that countries are finding critical weaknesses in their 
ability to stem the anger resulting from inequalities and exclusion.

Further, the working-class majority are less tolerant of these disparities, requiring 
governments to make radical changes in order to solve long-lived societal challenges. 
South Africa’s democratic dawn began with existing high levels of inequality due to 
entrenched racial segregation. By neglecting societal reforms or promoting a redistri-
bution of wealth or income, the working class continue to feel excluded and squeezed, 
growing angrier. The downward spiral is further accelerated by flagrant abuses of 
power and by corruption, which were reported widely during the Zuma presidency. 
Each successive report of corruption adds to a sense of hopelessness and fewer ex-
pected opportunities for growth or escape from poverty for the majority (Levy et al. 
2021: 55–66). The following sections outline how South Africa has responded to the 
pandemic and the ensuing crises that have evolved in its wake, echoing the predictions 
of Alexander, Mafeje, and Southall.
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South Africa’s Pandemic Context

The health crisis related to the COVID-19 pandemic continues to develop in South 
Africa, exacerbating further social challenges. The South African President, Cyril 
Ramaphosa, announced a national lockdown due to the rapid increase of COVID-19 
cases on 23 March 2020. The initial lockdown was the most severe, adopting what 
would be called “Level 5” restrictions. Since then, the country has fluctuated between 
Level 5 and Level 1 restrictions in response to the severity of the virus. Level 5 restric-
tions required all South Africans to remain at home, apart from those considered to 
be in essential professions. Thus, the economy ground to a halt in several sectors. A 
relatively small proportion of society, predominantly in the services sector, had the 
option to work from home, when digital connectivity allowed. In addition, alcohol 
sales were banned, and the South African National Defense Force (SANDF) was called 
upon to enforce the lockdown regulations (Aljazeera 2020). This Level 5 lockdown 
was needed to expand capacity within the health sector by setting up emergency hospi-
tals, increasing the number of available beds in hospitals, securing necessary protective 
equipment, and sourcing additional personnel (Mkhize 2020).

Since March 2020, the country has experienced three waves of the COVID-19 
virus, with the height of the third wave experienced during July 2021. As of July 
2021, the country remained in an adjusted Level 4 lockdown, requiring the closure 
of businesses. The Delta variant of the virus has left a deadly trail in the country, par-
ticularly within the country’s economic hub in the Gauteng Province (Cowan 2021). 
During July 2021, the country recorded 480,570 new cases, accompanied by 11,415 
deaths. Cumulatively, between March 2020 and August 2021, 81,830 people had 
died officially from the virus, with over 2.7 million cases confirmed through labora-
tory tests (McCain 2021). On 3 July 2021, the National Institute for Communicable 
Diseases (NICD) reported a COVID-19 test positivity rate of 27.3 percent, whereby 
almost one in three people were infected with COVID-19 (Pitt 2021). In addition, it 
is believed that the number of deaths caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is under-
reported, given an increase in the number of natural deaths in this period that are 
far greater than the number of official COVID-19 deaths. For example, among the 
elderly, aged 60 years and above, excess deaths between June 2020 and May 2021 are 
more than 140,000 (Cowan 2021). This statistic highlights unaccounted COVID-19 
deaths, or a greater number of people dying from indirect health challenges or comor-
bidities related to the virus.

Due to the immediate health crisis, South African hospitals are overwhelmed and 
struggling to respond to the scale of the crisis, particularly during the peaks of each 
wave. While the closure of businesses and public spaces and the suspension of alco-
hol sales have tended to reduce the spread of the virus and decrease the number of 
alcohol-related casualties, the health sector’s capacity remains stretched and unable to 
provide appropriate care to all those affected by the virus. In June 2021, with the third 
wave surging in the Gauteng Province, hospitals were unable to equip the necessary 
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beds for COVID-19 requirements. Neither had the government increased the budget 
to employ new health workers to respond to the growing demand. The situation in 
Johannesburg worsened after the closure of one of its biggest hospitals, Charlotte 
Maxeke, in April 2021 due to a fire. President Ramaphosa called on the military to 
be deployed in the province to assist health workers and address this shortage (Kew 
2021). Thus, as the Delta variant spread across South Africa, the health sector re-
mained understaffed and short of beds to address the scale of the challenge.

While the number of daily cases has reached record levels during the third wave, 
the country cannot afford to repeat a total lockdown. It must balance the need for eco-

Figure 1. Number of New COVID-19 Cases in South Africa Per Month. Source: WHO 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard (World Health Organisation, no date)

Figure 2. Number of New COVID-19 Deaths in South Africa Per Month. Source: WHO 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard (World Health Organisation, no date)
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nomic activity against the risk of spreading the virus, hence the adjusted Level 4 lock-
down during peak levels of the third wave (Burke 2021). Given the challenges in the 
health sector, citizens are desperate to receive a COVID-19 vaccine. However, as of 4 
July 2021, the country had vaccinated a little more than 3 million citizens, with health 
workers, the elderly, and teachers prioritized to receive either the Pfizer or Johnson & 
Johnson vaccine. A much larger percentage of the population needs to be vaccinated 
to reach herd immunity. In addition, with a median age of 27 (Statistics South Africa 
2016), the country is predominantly populated by young people who will likely be the 
last in the queue to receive the vaccine. As of July 2021, there is a general shortage of 
vaccines needed for the entire population. Therefore, the government has to reassess 
the viability of the AstraZeneca vaccine and accelerate the sourcing and distribution of 
the Sinovac vaccine to supplement vaccine supply in the country (Pitt 2021). Despite 
the dire South African situation, in context the country’s vaccine roll-out seems more 
advanced than those of its neighbors on the continent, as several African countries 
have yet to administer their first vaccine (Imray 2021).

Ultimately, the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the poorest in society the 
most, exacerbating deprivation, hunger, and unemployment. Some analysts believe 
that these societal tensions may have left those harmfully affected so desperate that 
they chose to participate in the social unrest of July 2021, having nothing else to 
lose (Barnard-Naudé 2021). However, by participating in looting and other violence, 
many may suffer further from greater exposure to the virus. In addition, several phar-
macies and clinics were also looted during this period, which will further reduce the 
health of those with chronic illnesses living in the affected cities. Several vaccine stores 
were also destroyed during the looting, causing the affected provinces to experience a 
slower roll-out of vaccinations (News 24 2021).

The Socioeconomic Crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic deepened South Africa’s socioeconomic crisis, further ac-
centuating the inequalities and divisions in society. Just as Alexander, Mafeje, and 
Southall argued over their careers, Black and colleagues’ (2020) case studies of South 
Africa and the United States have posited that these countries’ capitalist system has 
perpetuated inequality providing a foundation for a violent response. In their view, the 
pandemic has exacerbated these social tensions, which the authors describe as “societal 
comorbidities.” In times of social crisis, Christophe Béné’s (2020) empirical studies of 
food security projects in Africa and Asia show that those with greater resilience capaci-
ties such as income, knowledge, and social capital can adopt positive responses to the 
crisis. They may show a faster recovery or improve their level of well-being.

In South Africa, those living in more affluent suburbs have been more resilient 
and resistant to the economic shocks imposed by the government lockdowns. In con-
trast, low-income households residing in vulnerable conditions such as townships 
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and squatter settlements have experienced higher unemployment, food insecurity, 
and general misery during this period (Visagie and Turok 2021a). For instance, Justin 
Visagie and Ivan Turok’s (2021b) analysis of spatial inequalities has highlighted the 
uneven impact of the pandemic. The urban shack-dweller was most at risk during 
this period and was most severely impacted. The preexisting inequalities exposed the 
economic vulnerabilities of communities living in these conditions. The authors find 
that the challenges within the urban areas were more acute because it is the cities that 
carry the population burden of the country, as 2 percent of the land must support 
40 percent of the population. Within informal urban communities, space is a signifi-
cantly limited commodity.

Before the pandemic, South Africa was recognized as one of the most unequal 
countries globally (The Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, Sta-
tistics South Africa, and World Bank Group 2018). This inequality is generally de-
lineated along gender, racial, and spatial lines. The poor black majority has the least 
access to landownership, basic services (water supply, sanitation, and electricity), and 
quality education (Spaull 2015; Van der Berg et al. 2017). This inequality has per-
sisted in South Africa for multiple generations, with the country recording some of 
the highest levels of income inequality. An analysis of a 1993 national household 
survey indicates that poverty in the country was closely aligned to racial demographics, 
which were directly attributed to the Apartheid policies. It was the Apartheid system 
that instituted low-quality education, healthcare, basic infrastructure, and transport 
networks in African communities (Klasen 1997).

However, after twenty-seven years of democratic rule, the government has failed to 
reverse these trends. In fact, some of the government’s redistributive policies, such as 
black economic empowerment, have increased inequality while benefiting only a small 
minority. Edward Webster and David Francis’s (2019) analysis of inequality based on 
racial distribution has shown that these policies did not have any meaningful effect on 
inequality. Instead, they augmented the white capitalist class without addressing struc-
tural challenges. These disparities are a source of outrage, causing racial tension in the 
country. Beyond income inequality disparities, it was found that South African wealth 
inequality was substantially more acute, with only 10 percent of the population owning 
95 percent of all the wealth and assets, while the bottom 80 percent of the population 
effectively owned none of the country’s wealth (Netshitenzhe 2013; Orthofer 2016). 
This vast gap in wealth emphasizes the differences in classes, as outlined by Mafeje, who 
warned of these disparities becoming a source of unrest and future revolution.

A repetition of intergenerational poverty creation continues to widen the gap be-
tween the rich and the poor. Learners from poor households attend schools of poor 
quality, which produce school dropouts or learners with low academic performance 
who struggle to attend university or cannot afford to do so (Van der Berg et al. 2017). 
Few poor young people can break out of this cycle. At the same time, those from more 
affluent homes access higher-quality schools, produce better results, and find pathways 
through higher education institutions into more productive jobs (Spaull 2015). Due 
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to the high prevalence of unemployed or underemployed low-skilled workers in the 
economy, these workers have struggled considerably to find new jobs in either the 
formal or informal economy due to the pandemic. This trend has persisted, despite the 
country’s informal economy accounting for 80 percent of nonagricultural employment 
(Mkhize et al. 2014: 5). Those in the informal sector have also found it challenging to 
access the social and economic relief funds such as Temporary Employee–Employer 
Relief Schemes (TERS), which were made available by the state (Khambule 2020).

While in other countries the informal sector is recognized as a buffer for the econ-
omy, with workers who lose work in the formal sector resorting to informal work, this 
trend is not common in South Africa. Based on an analysis of a nationally representa-
tive panel survey, it was found that the country has low labor absorption rates in both 
the formal and informal economy, resulting in historically high unemployment rates. 
These statistics are feared to worsen once the cumulative effects of the pandemic have 
been measured. Potentially, the informal sector may experience high job losses due to 
the lockdown, limiting informal business opportunities, as workers were physically 
locked out of employment (Rogerson and Rogerson 2020). In the formal sector, the 
impact of business closures will be that firms will become more capital-intensive and 
less reliant on labor in the production process (Francis and Valodia 2020). Women, in 
particular, have suffered disproportionately more than men in terms of net job losses 
or a reduction of hours worked. In addition, men have experienced a strong recovery 
when comparing employment rates between March 2020 and February 2021 (Casale 
and Sheperd 2021).

In addition, another severe challenge affecting the population’s well-being has been 
the increase in the prevalence of hunger across the country. For example, the Mineral 
Council of South Africa described how 45,000 mine workers and their families experi-
enced severe food insecurity while mines were closed. Across the country, it was found 
in 2020 that 40 percent of their survey respondents had indicated consuming less food 
and 33 percent reported going to bed hungry (Grobler 2020). Food security is an 
urgent concern that remains, with potential challenges being experienced in the supply 
of food, in the purchasing power of people to buy food, or in the quality of food 
production. Low-income households remain most vulnerable. With the closure of 
schools during the pandemic, supplementary school feeding schemes were also closed, 
transferring the burden of sourcing food back to poor households (Teresi 2021).

Furthermore, poor South Africans’ low resilience against economic shock is due 
to their having some of the lowest levels of emergency savings globally. Based on a 
multivariate logistic regression analysis, it was found that low-income households had 
the least financial capabilities, limited financial knowledge, and lowest amount of 
emergency savings (Reyers 2019). Being unable to draw on savings meant low-income 
households could not purchase groceries in bulk and safely isolate themselves in their 
homes during peak periods of the lockdown. Generally, the size of the poor household 
is nearly double that of the non-poor household, which has, on average more than five 
times more disposable income. The lack of disposable income for poor households 
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requires them to prioritize expenses and concentrate their spending on food, rent, 
utilities, and transport (Statistics South Africa 2017). Nonessential expenses such as 
internet access were abandoned, particularly during the peak periods of lockdown.

As of February 2021, the South African Finance Minister reported a few effects of 
the pandemic and subsequent lockdown. First, official unemployment increased to a 
record high of 32 percent in the fourth quarter of 2020 (an increase of 3 percent in 
three quarters). Second, 2.2 million jobs were lost. And third, the economy contracted 
by 7.2 percent (Naidu 2021). It was also noted that the pandemic negatively impacted 
all sectors, but business closures were most prevalent in the agriculture, construction, 
manufacturing, trade, and hospitality sectors (Bhorat et al. 2020). In the longer term, 
the socioeconomic impact of the pandemic is unknown, with several researchers be-
lieving there will be a shrink in demand for goods and services, and reduced produc-
tion, followed by disruptions to global supply chains (Arndt et al. 2020).

The Sociocultural Crisis

South Africa’s adoption of democratic electoral practices did not automatically en
gender positive social cohesion and equal access to resources. Rather, the racial dimen-
sion of poverty and inequality has strained relations between population groups and 
classes. Puleng Segalo (2015) argues that the “rainbow nation” narrative has done little 
to address structural inequalities. Without addressing the structural flaws in society, 
oppressive notions such as racism, xenophobia, and sexism are likely to resonate in 
low-income communities.

In the city of Cape Town, these structural inequalities are clearly portrayed in 
two suburbs, given their distinct disparities in access to services. Langa and Clare-
mont present vastly different statistics regarding access to education, basic services, 
and healthcare as presented in Table 1. This disparity is a legacy of Apartheid, and 
highlights how services have congregated where residents are wealthier. Langa is an 
underdeveloped formerly black suburb, while Claremont is formerly white, to use 
the Apartheid terminology. Claremont has benefited from decades of investment and 
development, with several businesses and private services located in the vicinity. Langa 
has not had the same experiences, is more highly populated with larger household 
sizes, and has higher unemployment rates and school dropout rates.

Only 40 percent of the population aged above 20 in Langa have completed school, 
compared to the 89 percent in Claremont. And 95 percent of adults between 18 and 
65 were employed in Claremont, while Langa has a 40 percent unemployment rate 
using the country’s official employment. Almost none of the houses in Claremont have 
water or sanitation concerns or are constructed out of substandard materials. In con-
trast, these figures are much higher in Langa (Statistics South Africa 2012). In terms 
of healthcare access, there are ten publicly or privately owned clinics in the Claremont 
area, while Langa has access to a single hospital.
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Similarly, in terms of school access there are twenty schools in Claremont to ac-
commodate the smaller population, while Langa has only nine for the larger popula-
tion base (Western Cape Education Department n.d.). Thus, Langa’s education and 
health services quality is more inadequate and contends with substantially higher 
demand levels. It is this pervasive inequality that promotes anger and hopelessness 
among the poor, as described earlier by Levy et al. (2021: 55–66).

The challenges in Langa are typical of lower-income communities across the coun-
try, each dealing with population density issues, housing backlogs, informality, and 
poor access to service delivery. Due to urbanization, low-income informal communi-
ties in urban areas receive large numbers of people from rural areas. They suffer from 
poor urban planning while often facing exponential population growth. Surveys of 
informal dwellers highlight the uncertainties experienced in these communities. Access 
to basic resources and functional infrastructure can shift rapidly, further impeding 
one’s living standards (Kovacic et al. 2016).

This trend has ensured that the government’s efforts to reduce the housing backlog 
have been ineffective (The Department of Planning, Monitoring Evaluation 2014). 
For the past decade, the national housing backlog has remained at 2.1 million, with 
those without housing living in squatter settlements. Their homes are built predomi-
nantly using corrugated iron sheeting or other materials that they can easily or cheaply 
acquire. In a typical shack, space is at a premium, with room only for sleeping. Often 
these households lack piped water and electricity, and must share toilets (Maringira 
2020). Practicing good hygiene in a township during a pandemic is nearly impossible.

Understanding this background is crucial to interpreting the further restrictions 
placed on communities during South Africa’s lockdowns and the difficulties of imple-
menting these regulations in informal urban areas. The Level 5 restrictions required 

Table 1. Comparison of Claremont and Langa Suburbs in Cape Town

Claremont Langa

Population 17,198 52,401

Households 7,365 17,400

Completed School 89% 40%

Unemployed <5% 40%

Informal Housing <1% 42%

Lack Piped Water <1% 33%

Lack Flushing Toilets <1% 28%

Clinics 10 1

Schools 20 9

Source: Statistics South Africa (2012), Western Cape Education Department (n.d.)
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all people to remain in their homes, only being allowed to leave to purchase groceries 
and other essentials. In Langa, where the average household size is three persons, and 
the average size of a shack is between 6 m2 and 20 m2, one can begin to understand 
their difficulties when remaining indoors (Sustainable Energy Africa 2014). The gov-
ernment called upon the SANDF and police to implement these rules, with punitive 
consequences for those not obeying the regulations. Although the President pleaded 
with the armed forces to use a light touch, their primary enforcement methods were 
violent. During this period, 230,000 people were charged with breaking the lockdown 
regulations. One could be charged for walking home with groceries in hand but not 
possessing the receipt to prove one’s purchases were made that day. One could also be 
charged for smoking in public and not being able to prove one purchased these ciga-
rettes before the lockdown (Eye Witness News 2020; Haffajee 2020). Those arrested 
for such offences were placed in crowded jail cells, where the risks of contracting the 
virus were higher. In retrospect, the humanitarian mission that the SANDF and police 
were given seems to have failed.

President Ramaphosa asked his armed forces to act as a “force of kindness”; however, 
despite his intentions, with soldiers patrolling the streets, these measures resulted in the 
deaths of several citizens, with some cases achieving national notoriety in the media. In 
one case, Colins Khosa, a young man, was killed by a blow to the head from an SANDF 
soldier for drinking a beer on his property during the Easter weekend. In another case, 
a man was shot in the back for raiding a food truck. The President described these ef-
forts by the armed forces as “overly-enthusiastic,” euphemizing the deaths of citizens 
(Haffajee 2020). Several of these crimes against the poor have not been prosecuted. 
Although the state must protect human dignity, it instead bears responsibility for the 
humiliation and dehumanization of these people. When poor people are treated as 
lesser beings, the term “dehumanization” applies (Oliver 2011: 85, 86).

The extremely high population density in South Africa’s informal settlements has 
made such areas ideal breeding grounds for spreading the virus. The inability to wash 
hands, sanitize effectively, or practice social distancing has led to a higher concen-
tration of the virus in such communities. It has been found that the highest con-
centration of COVID-19 antibodies was located in South Africa’s urban townships. 
Those located in affluent suburbs and rural areas were less at risk. By May 2021, in 
Khayelitsha, Cape Town’s largest township, it was found that 68 percent of the popu-
lation tested positive for antibodies (Chambers 2021). These communities are the 
hotspots for the virus, and they would be better served through awareness campaigns 
and by distributing masks, sanitizers, thermometers, and information pamphlets than 
they would by a forceful implementation of lockdown regulations (Faull 2020).

Ultimately, the virus has exposed and emphasized the long-standing inequalities 
and weaknesses in South African social policies, which has contributed to poor ser-
vice delivery in impoverished communities across the country. While many believe 
the virus to be an equal opportunity infector, in reality it is the poor who carry the 
heaviest burden.
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The Sociopolitical Crisis

While the health and economic crisis continue to spiral within the country, a parallel 
crisis in political power has unfolded following the imprisonment of former President 
Zuma. Zuma received a fifteen-month prison sentence after failing to appear before 
the National State Capture Commission. His subsequent imprisonment led to wide-
spread unrest, instigated by his supporters (Barnard-Naudé 2021). With these com-
peting interests vying for political power, the social unrest following President Zuma’s 
imprisonment highlights how some of these actors used ordinary people for sowing 
social division, engaging in well-financed sabotage of state infrastructure. This looting 
and destruction was carried out under the slogan of radical economic transformation 
(RET)—terminology coined by President Zuma (McKinley 2021). Barnard-Naudé 
(2021) argues that the RET slogan, used during the unrest, was a euphemism used for 
widespread looting and had little to do with overcoming a capitalist system of govern-
ment. In the wake of this unrest, the underlying structural inequalities in the country 
remain. South Africans feel more economically insecure; there is waning trust in the 
government and less cohesion across society (Kalina 2021; Patel 2021).

Such tensions in the ruling party are not new, but the COVID-19 pandemic has 
exposed these divisions and the vulnerable state of the country’s political institutions. 
Patronage politics has served to deny communities access to resources and opportuni-
ties. These trends co-opt social justice struggles to solidify political power and personal 
interests, potentially fostering further corruption (Beresford 2015; Isike 2019). Fac-
tionalism seems to be a pathology of modern politics in the country, with many power 
struggles in the ANC dating back to the Mbeki era. These factions have tended to act 
as a conduit for bargaining while masking rampant corruption and threatening the 
country’s political institutions (Sibanda 2021).

The National State Capture Commission has revealed widespread corruption 
across public institutions while highlighting the alleged complicity of senior ANC 
party members, including former President Zuma. The Commission has highlighted 
the lack of accountability and transparency in public institutions at the highest levels 
(Rapanyane 2021). As these names emerge, the implicated politicians have resorted to 
calling the Commission a political witch hunt and have not respected its authority or 
the rule of law. Their subsequent defiant statements have exacerbated social tensions 
within the party and across the country (Sibanda 2021). To understand the scale of the 
corruption under investigation by the Commission, a recent report produced by Unite 
4 Mzansi—a South African Institute of Chartered Accountants’ initiative—found that 
the country lost an estimated ZAR1.5 trillion (approximately USD100 billion) to 
corruption between 2014 and 2019 (Buthelezi 2021). Past corruption between 1994 
and 2013 was not estimated.

A recent report submitted to the Commission described state capture as “win-
ning political office and maintaining political office through means that are unlawful, 
frequently criminal and often violent” (Chipkin 2021: 2). The report further details 
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the unstable equilibrium in the ANC due to factions competing for power. It warns 
that the democratization of institutions could lead to a civil war for these positions 
of power. Ivor Chipkin (2021) describes this as not simply corruption but a new 
model of patronage politics. This push for political power can be seen in the growth 
of the President’s cabinet, which grew to seventy-one members at the end of President 
Zuma’s term. This number of ministers and deputy ministers has grown from thirty-
six positions during President Mbeki’s first term (Thamm 2021).

As one example of the corruption experienced during the pandemic, the national 
government expanded social assistance grants to certain vulnerable people. In this vein, 
the government added ZAR50 billion (approximately USD3.5 billion) in spending in 
the form of new and existing unconditional cash transfers between May and October 
2020. In particular, the Child Support Grant was increased in size. At the same time, 
the government also introduced a special COVID-19 grant to assist the poorest 50 
percent of households not previously supported by the grants system (Bhorat et al. 
2020). However, despite the desperate situation facing poor households in South 
Africa, the impact of corrupt practices has negated the impact of these policies. The 
Auditor-General stated that corruption was “amplified” during this period, noting 
that 30,000 beneficiaries of these grants required further investigation (Maseko 2020).

Other programs making ZAR500 billion (USD35 billion) available for food parcels, 
personal protective equipment, and TERS have been targeted by corrupt interests, lead-
ing to the loss of billions of rands. The government’s procurement system broadened 
eligible suppliers to apply for contract tenders by implementing emergency procurement 
processes. This flexibility had allowed for fraudulent claims, which have been difficult 
to monitor. To date, the full impact of this corruption has yet to be calculated (Corrup-
tion Watch 2020). To address the looting, President Ramaphosa announced the launch 
of a new law enforcement unit to investigate the allegations of corruption, particularly 
against government leaders or relatives of public officials who have benefited during this 
period. Their efforts denied support to 4.5 million citizens earmarked to receive food 
parcels and to 7.8 million people who applied for social relief grants (Chutel 2020).

In another example, an audit of the North West Province’s municipalities found 
irregular expenditure amounting to ZAR3.7 billion in 2018–2019. Irregular spend-
ing on such a scale significantly impedes service delivery. The audit report highlights 
failures in accountability by the senior management, ranging from the municipal 
managers, to audit committees, to municipal councils. The report identifies that every 
municipality in the province was noncompliant with the procurement regulations 
(Sibanda 2021). Beyond widespread irregular spending, the country has been affected 
by corruption that is deeply ingrained into the system of governance.

The tragedy of the July 2021 riots is that the instigators of the chaos took advan-
tage of the country’s vulnerable socioeconomic state to gain further political power. 
The COVID-19 pandemic had devastated poor communities, mainly through the loss 
of life, loss of work, and increasing hunger. The looting further damaged businesses 
and compounded several social challenges. Sameer Naik (2021) compared the looting 
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from July 2021 to the looting carried out against the Apartheid-era government. To 
date, those businesses affected had not recovered. The question now facing the country 
is how the state may respond to these multiple crises and rebuild so it can advance its 
developmental agenda again.

Conclusion

South Africa’s anti-Apartheid struggle veterans warned of an incomplete revolution. 
Three other crises have emerged in the wake of the immediate COVID-19 crisis re-
quiring the government’s attention. As mentioned above, these crises pertain to the 
socioeconomic, sociocultural, and sociopolitical dimensions.

The Socioeconomic Dimension

The Delta variant brought new misery to many households possibly not affected in 
earlier waves. New record levels of daily cases are recorded, and there is an increas-
ing number of unaccounted excess deaths, which are likely to be attributed to the 
virus. While the vaccine program expands, our attention is drawn to the continuing 
humanitarian crisis unfolding during this crisis. While more affluent households can 
draw upon their savings and purchase groceries and homeware products in bulk, low-
income households cannot do the same. In many respects, their conditions of “socio-
economic security” have been seriously affected. They are forced to live in uncertainty, 
unsure of where their next paycheck will be found. This experience has led to greater 
levels of food insecurity and hunger across the country.

Those living in informal urban areas have been the worst affected by the pandemic. 
The lack of space and limited opportunities to practice safe, hygienic practices allowed 
the virus to spread rapidly. Those living in these areas suffer from inadequate healthcare 
facilities, low-quality education; limited basic infrastructure such as electricity, water, 
and sanitation; and few formal work opportunities. The dual economies described by 
Mafeje are clearly portrayed in these communities, with most livelihoods dependent on 
intermittent informal earnings. As Mafeje argued, liberation is only complete when the 
dual economies are deconstructed and the national revolution is followed by a social one.

While the country may have undergone a national democratic revolution, the 
socialist revolution, which the working class supported, was denied. During the ne-
gotiated transfer of power in the early 1990s, the agenda of social transformation 
succumbed to the interests of international monopoly capital. The reliance on the 
business sector to resolve social challenges has not succeeded, resulting in increased 
poverty, unemployment, inequality, and several other social ills. Judged by the cri-
terium of social justice, the COVID-19 crisis has seriously worsened the country’s 
moral standards, given the denial of basic human rights and freedoms afforded to the 
country’s least capable.
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The Sociocultural Dimension

Without a social revolution, Mafeje argued that the interests of the petite bourgeoisie 
class would overtake the working class. The democratic revolution, underscored by 
unbanning political parties, the negotiated transition of the early 1990s, and the 1994 
elections, culminated in a neoliberal policy agenda adoption that denied the moral 
imperatives of social justice and the social transformation of society. Ultimately, the 
impact of monopoly capitalism led to an intensifying of poverty and inequality.

Intergenerational poverty has been most acute in informal urban communities. 
Given the inability of post-Apartheid policies to address the racial oppression of the 
past, the current inequalities are presented racially, adding to the tensions between 
racial groups. The redistributive policies introduced post-1994 have only further en-
trenched inequalities favoring a small minority. With those in positions of power ne-
glecting the electorate’s needs, racial and class tensions have grown substantially due to 
the high levels of anger felt by the working-class majority. One expects that the social 
tensions and thus “social cohesion” in South African society may have only worsened. 
“Solidarity” is one of the moral principles we pretend to ground our societies on that 
appears to have seriously been trampled underfoot. Such views are centered in the 
South African Constitution but were not appreciated by the powerful during these 
moments of crisis (Netshitomboni 1998: vi).

In addition, these persistent inequalities have led to the dehumanization of poor 
people. There seems to be a loss of respect for the rights of poor people. The poor have 
little recourse to challenge situations where a police officer or soldier has infringed 
their rights. “Social justice” and “human dignity,” two essential pillars of decent societ-
ies, were being damaged instead of being respected during the pandemic. At the outset 
of the pandemic, using the army to safeguard the population was the wrong decision. 
If the SANDF and police were deployed to conduct a humanitarian mission, their 
forceful approach failed communities, resulting in the unnecessary deaths of citizens. 
Instead of easing the burden experienced in these communities, the armed forces fur-
ther increased their difficulties. The heavy-handed approach should have been replaced 
with a more educational one, which should have built community awareness of how to 
sanitize effectively and practice physical distancing properly in a dense environment. 
A moral society would prioritize the duties of civility over such punitive approaches 
to policing (Vernes and Selous 2006).

The Sociopolitical Dimension

With the ANC’s history of political liberation, it maintains popular (although declin-
ing) support. The party has managed to use popular socialist rhetoric while embracing 
neoliberal capitalist policies. This dichotomy may have originated in its drafting of 
its founding document, the Freedom Charter, which used universal language to build 
an alliance of movements to act against the Apartheid government (Rametse 2016). 
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As Southall predicted in 1987, the national revolution succumbed to the Western 
pressures that supported a capitalist system. Although the ANC government adopted 
neoliberal policy positions, they were masked in the ambiguous language of trans-
formation and a democratic revolution. This ambiguity allowed a proliferation of 
political factions seeking greater personal power at the expense of the working class. 
After twenty-seven years of celebrating the democratic transition of political power 
and overcoming the system of Apartheid, the South African electorate may only be 
experiencing the “illusion of freedom” as Alexander described.

Alexander warned that superficial attempts to address inequality and the social 
challenges of the country would fail. Consequently, the narratives of nation-build-
ing and solidarity will prove meaningless as social cohesion breaks down. Alexander 
warned that expecting the working class to wait indefinitely for the trickling down 
of social benefits would lead to a breakdown in social cohesion. These warnings ap-
peared to ring true during the social unrest of July 2021. On the surface, it appears 
that factions in the ruling party have taken advantage of the vulnerable state of the 
country to advance social discord. While the working class waited for change, the 
programs to deliver social transformation were weakened by rampant corruption. The 
frequent reports of corruption have incensed a vulnerable population contending with 
parallel crises.

The unrest of July 2021 was not new. Many communities have resorted to violent 
protests to express their anger about their poor quality of life, believing that formal 
grievances will never be heard (Thomas 2020). In the past twenty-seven years, there 
have been several service delivery protests in poor communities. Between 1 August 
2020 and 21 January 2021, over 900 service delivery protests were recorded across 
the country. The COVID-19 pandemic seemed to accelerate the frequency of these 
protests, with many focused on the harsh lockdown regulations and the generally poor 
delivery of services that were so desperately needed (Martin 2021). However, not until 
July 2021 did we see such widespread looting affecting strategic centers of the country. 
In retrospect, although the July 2021 unrest was widespread, it was relatively brief. 
The riots have played no role in advancing social transformation, and the working 
class remains neglected.

The pandemic has exposed several weaknesses in South Africa’s economic and 
political governance systems, resulting in a brief period of unrest and lawlessness. The 
social revolution demanded by the working class remains incomplete, and South Af-
rica’s economy remains fragile. Potentially, the unrest of July 2021 serves as a warning 
to those in power—superficial attempts to address inequality and poverty will bear no 
fruit. Instead, a comprehensive campaign is needed to center the needs of the work-
ing class by promoting substantial investments in housing, education, and healthcare, 
which responds to the scale of the problem. One fears that, if these interconnected 
and complex crises are not addressed, the riots of July 2021 may only be a precursor 
to more widespread unrest.
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