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Abstract
Since South Africa’s transition to democracy in 1994, it has been among the principal
goals of government to guarantee the right of equality for all citizens, and actively
deconstruct the systemic inequalities entrenched by the apartheid government.
Given that rights, participation and access were differentially meted out to each of
the ‘population groups’, attempts to reverse these effects have largely been along
racial lines through programmes such as employment equity and black economic
empowerment. However, critics argue that the continued use of apartheid race
categories, even for purposes of redress, has prolonged and deepened racial prejudice
and discrimination. Following on a colloquium held at Wits University in October
of 2010, this article explores prospects for new indicators in equity decision-
making, drawing on the results of the SA Reconciliation Barometer survey conducted
by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.

Introduction
Since South Africa’s transition to democracy in 1994, it has been among the
founding goals and guiding principles of the post-apartheid state to ensure
that the right of equality of all citizens is both guaranteed in law and upheld
in practice, within the context of a Constitutional mandate to achieve non-
racialism. Section 9 of the Bill of Rights of the 1996 Constitution prescribes
universal ‘full and equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms’ and prohibits
discrimination on the basis of race, ethnicity and gender, or any other among
a wide range of other ascriptive characteristics (Constitution of the Republic
of South Africa 1996).
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Beyond enshrining these constitutional and legal guarantees, the
democratic government has also worked actively to deconstruct and reverse
the systemic inequalities entrenched under apartheid. Section 9 of the Bill
of Rights upholds that in the interest of promoting equality, ‘legislative and
other measures designed to protect or advance persons, or categories of
persons, disadvantaged by unfair discrimination maybe be taken’
(Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996).

Yet, the processes and practices required in defining these ‘categories of
persons’ have been the focus of considerable contestation and concern.
Under apartheid, and indeed since colonisation, political authorities have
actively categorised people and governed differentially along racial lines
(Pillay 2002:3). Rights, levels of participation and access were meted out
discriminatorily to each of the different ‘population groups’ identified at the
discretion of the state, around which increasingly complex boundaries and
criteria for inclusion and exclusion were developed.

In an approach that has been criticised as contradictory to the
Constitutional value of non-racialism, efforts to counteract and overturn the
ongoing effects of apartheid categorisation have largely been along racial
lines. Employment Equity (EE), Black Economic Empowerment (BEE, Act 53
of 2003) and Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment policies all seek to
advance ‘historically disadvantaged’ South Africans, as defined in the EE
Act as black people, women and people with disabilities (EE Act, Act 55 of
1998).1 As described by Mpho Nkeli of the Commission for Employment
Equity (CEE), the EE Act is ascribed the difficult dual purposes of aiming to
both ‘eliminate unfair discrimination at the workplace’ and ‘[provide] for fair
discrimination to ensure that Africans, Coloureds, Indians, women and
people with disabilities are equitably represented at all occupational levels’
(CEE 2010:iv).

Accordingly, progress in achieving employment equity and economic
empowerment has also been measured in terms of apartheid race categories.
A wide range of public and standardised data is reported on in this way,
including statistics on corporate ownership, management within the private
and public sectors, and within segments of the labour market that are the
traditional preserve of white males. Numbers of black and female managers
in senior positions remain key indicators of workforce transformation.
Apartheid race categories also remain fundamental demographic variables
used in reporting on a wide range of other population statistics, including
health and livelihood outcomes, poverty and economic participation, access
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to education, and voting behaviour.
However, as in other societies with histories of population classification,

the continued use of apartheid race categories in South Africa remains
highly contested. Many, including prominent academics and activists,
refute the place of such categories in post-apartheid society, and question
their use in overcoming the deep social and economic divisions of the past.
The strongest critics of this practice suggest that categorisation, even for
purposes of historic redress, contributes to maintaining and deepening a
highly racialised society.

This article was originally prepared for a colloquium on ‘Revisiting
Apartheid Race Categories’ held at Wits University in October of 2010. It
explores prospects for new indicators that could potentially replace current
race-based measures used, for example, in equity based decision-making
such as in the workplace and in admissions to educational institutions. The
article begins with a review of the diverse positions on the use, or disuse of
race categories in South Africa and elsewhere.

Following this overview, and in order better to understand public opinion
on these issues beyond current high-level dialogue, I analyse selected
findings of the SA Reconciliation Barometer survey conducted by the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR) in Cape Town. Results confirm
that despite significant recent debate, widespread public support remains
intact for the use of race categories to measure progress in achieving greater
equity, and for government interventions that aim to achieve a more
representative workforce, at least for the time being. This is an important
consideration in any proposed policy changes.

However, given the uneasy tension between the continued use of
apartheid race categories and the Constitutional imperative of non-racialism,
I then turn to exploring models from South Africa and elsewhere for the
development of new indicators of ‘(dis)advantage’, including the possibility
of introducing socioeconomic class considerations into equity decision-
making.  I also discuss the challenges of implementation and application.
Further, without negating the importance of this work, I suggest it must take
place in a broader context of more aggressive anti-poverty measures and the
upgrading of the education system to ensure that an equally high quality of
public education is accessible to all learners at the primary and secondary
school levels. Ultimately, it is real change in these areas that may most
effectively level the proverbial playing field.
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Behind the categorisation question
History provides numerous examples of attempts to construe racial and
ethnic categorisation as a benign administrative tool or strategy, yet this
practice has been irrefutably used in apartheid South Africa and other
repressive states for purposes of domination and discrimination. Other
cases worldwide, including Nazi Germany, colonial Rwanda and the United
States prior to the Civil Rights Movement confirm the use of racial and ethnic
identification and categorisation as ‘essential official [instruments] in the
pursuit of urban segregation and control’ (Christopher 2002:401). Far from
a neutral exercise of government functionaries, racial categorisation in these
societies has served to fundamentally orchestrate and ‘organise people’s
daily experiences’, ultimately becoming an ‘authoritative tool to which most
of the population must dance’ (Kertzer and Arel 2002:33, Scott 1998:81-83).
Cose writes on this interaction between people and government in the post-
Emancipation United States: ‘“Tell me your colour”, America proclaimed,
“and I’ll tell you your place”’ (Cose 1997:9).

In apartheid South Africa, race-based ‘population groups’ were created
and assigned differential rights through numerous pieces of discriminatory
legislation, such as the Population Registration Act (Act 30 of 1950) and
Group Areas Act (Act 41 of 1950). Posel (2001:89) describes how, as this
legislation was enacted, the ‘idea of an objective biological basis for racial
difference’ began to gain ‘popular currency as a self-evident truth, part of
the racial “common sense” that permeated white South African society’
under apartheid. In response, following the 1994 elections the democratic
government – drawing on a narrative commonly used by many liberation
political formations – identified non-racialism as among the founding
principles and values of the new Constitution (Asmal et al 2005, Everatt
2009). This, according to Asmal et al (2005:79), was envisaged as a society
in which ‘artificial barriers and assumptions, which kept people apart and
maintained domination, are removed’.

Herein lies the difficult crux of the current categorisation question: given
that apartheid race categories were created expressly to dominate and
discriminate, is it possible to appropriate them in order to ‘affirm positively’
(Christopher 2002:402)? Certainly, the South African government has
attempted to do so. The EE Act (1998) responds directly to ‘employment,
occupation and income’ disparities resulting from apartheid, and which have
created ‘such pronounced disadvantages for certain categories of people
that they cannot be redressed simply by repealing discriminatory laws’. The
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subsequent BEE Act (2003) refers to the ‘economic empowerment of all black
people including women, workers, youth, people with disabilities and people
living in rural areas through diverse but integrated socioeconomic strategies’.
Strategies contained in the Act focus on increased ownership and control
of enterprises and productive assets, human resources and skills
development, greater representation in ‘all occupational categories and
levels in the workforce’, procurement and investment.

De Vos confirms that this use of race categories has also been tested, and
upheld by the courts. He writes, ‘the Constitutional Court has also explicitly
acknowledged that people who have been unfairly discriminated against in
the past – and hence would qualify as the potential beneficiaries of corrective
measures – include those who have been discriminated against on the basis
of being black’ (De Vos, this issue:145). This approach captures a pursuit
of greater substantive equality through which, as described by Fredman
(2011:12), ‘unequal treatment may be necessary to achieve the ultimate goal’.

Critics in South Africa and elsewhere, however, suggest that the continued
use of racial categories prolongs, and in fact gives powerful new life to the
artificial and oppressive divisions of the past. Writing on American systems
of racial classification, theorist Naomi Zack proposes that the use of race
categories is in itself an exploitative practice, tracing its origins and purpose
to a singular ‘basis [in] the public policy that was associated with black
chattel slavery’ (Zack 1995:121). Referring to debate surrounding
classification through the US Census, Yehudi Webster (1992) posits the
doing away with racial categories as an ‘effective strategy for eliminating
problems caused by racial discrimination’, while Anthony Appiah (1990)
suggests that the disuse of such categories would be the ‘best way of ending
social problems based on racial exclusion’ (Webster 1992 and Appiah 1990
in Mosley 1997:101).

Similarly, in South Africa Neville Alexander has argued that the practice
of using apartheid race categories is ‘simply perpetuating racial identities,
which means racial prejudice, race thinking and so on’ (Barron 2010).
Alexander suggests that in an era in which all research on the supposed
biological features of race has been comprehensively interrogated and
discounted, the same should occur in respect of race as a social identity.
While acknowledging that South Africans may continue to gain ‘primordial
validity’ from a social identity associated with race group membership,
Alexander suggests that this may be attributable to limited awareness of the
‘historical, social and political ways in which [these] identities have been
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constructed’ (Alexander, 2006:2). Similarly, Jonathan Jansen concurs that
the use of apartheid race categories has kept ‘apartheid-thinking alive and
well in the consciousness of most South Africans’ (Jansen 2010).

This debate has come to a particular apogee surrounding the use of
apartheid race categories in admissions criteria at the University of Cape
Town2, which Alexander has criticised as lacking the ‘guts to stand up to the
new purveyors of racial classification, ie, the post-apartheid government
and its functionaries’ (Alexander 2010). Recalling Nazi Germany and the
Rwandan genocide, Alexander argues,

By making concessions to race thinking, for example, by putting it in
little squares with racial labels to be checked on application forms for
the alleged purpose of tracking the tempo of ‘transformation’, we are
establishing or consolidating the template of a genocidal grid, one that
is all too real in the consciousness of those who are so labelled and
categorised. We do not have to do this ever and we should not do so now.
It is the merest intellectual laziness to assert otherwise. (Alexander
2010)

Jansen similarly confronts the use of race-based admissions criteria,
emphasising the impact of socioeconomic class and educational quality in
creating a ‘much greater disparity (in terms of resources, confidence and
university preparation) between potential university applicants’ than race
(Jansen 2010). As an alternative to the use of apartheid race categories,
Alexander has proposed that in the practice of affirmative action,
appointments would be ‘equally effective and more precisely targeted at the
level of individual beneficiaries if class or income groups were used’ instead
as measures of advantage or disadvantage (Alexander 2006:10).

Yet these critiques are by no means universally accepted within or
outside of South Africa. Mosley (1997) proposes that the beliefs and values
attached to identity categories such as race can change, evolve and even
fulfil ‘moral and political purposes’ of benefit to society, including where
‘race-conscious policy’ remains necessary for transformation. Some in
South Africa also suggest that the continued use of apartheid race categories
is not antithetical to the aggressive ultimate pursuit of non-racialism and a
non-racist society, but rather is imperative to ensure that progress in redress
continues appropriately. In her own analysis of perceptions about affirmative
action in South Africa, Adam (2000) refers to the real difficulty of avoiding
‘problematic’ race-based labels given their ‘socially constructed and
contested nature’. She continues: ‘the use of such ethnic and racial terms
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is not meant to uncritically reiterate legal classifications ascribed under
apartheid, but is made necessary by the historical legacy of inequality
among the four racial groups’ (Adam 2000:48). The IJR, which conducts the
Reconciliation Barometer survey annually and is the source of data analysed
later in this article, also continues to capture and report on public attitudes
using apartheid race categories where this is an analytically purposeful
measure of convergence or difference in public opinion on critical social,
economic and political issues.

Further, some suggest that given limited progress in economic
transformation to date, doing away with the apartheid race categories used
to measure equity at present would be premature and potentially detrimental.
Erasmus (2010), for example, finds that ‘jettisoning apartheid race categories
now in favour of either class or “merit” would set back the few gains made
toward redress’. As an alternative, she proposes as ‘critical-race-standpoint’
in which, particularly in the context of university admissions, socioeconomic
class is also taken into account. This standpoint approach would recognise
‘race and its continued effects on people’s everyday lives, in an attempt to
work against racial inequality’, while also actively ‘working against practices
that perpetuate race thinking’ (Erasmus 2010:246). Referring to equity
decision-making more broadly, Bentley and Habib (2008:348) have called for
a ‘nuanced class-defined redress programme, supplemented by race-based
initiatives’. The authors suggest that in the policy evolution from BEE to
BBBEE, there has been a change from a primarily race-based initiative to one
that increasingly takes class into account. They add, however, that a further
shift to a class-based redress programme – one that explicitly targets the
poor, who are ‘almost entirely black’ – could potentially achieve the dual
objectives of ‘deracialising and eroding poverty’ (Bentley and Habib
2008:348).

Although these viewpoints differ, there appears to be some consensus
around the finding that apartheid race categories should not remain in use
indefinitely. There is also shared support for the continual interrogation and
critique of the use of categories, and for the notion that efforts to actively
pursue a non-racist society should not be dampened in the course of these
processes. Given the importance and height of the debate over the use of
apartheid race categories, the time is right to revisit questions of what South
Africa really aims to achieve through its equity goals and how best these can
be met, as well as to devise the proverbial sharpest tools to ensure that
progress and change are appropriately implemented and monitored.
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South African views on identity, equity and use of race categories
The importance of including citizen views in debate over the necessity or
fallacy, impact and consequences of the continued use of apartheid race
categories should not be underestimated, particularly given its potential and
significant implications for the application of policy and programming. The
Reconciliation Barometer survey conducted by the IJR has collected national
public opinion data on issues related to reconciliation, including perceptions
about identity, race and employment equity since its inception in 2003.
Analysis of survey findings, discussed further in this section, confirm that
South Africans remain strongly attached to racial, as well as ethnic and
linguistic identity groups. Many still support government’s goal of achieving
a racially ‘representative’ workforce, and a majority approve of the use of
apartheid race categories to measure programmatic impact.

Methodologically, the Reconciliation Barometer is conducted annually,
with a nationally-representative sample drawn using the 2001 Census
Enumerator Areas. Fieldwork is carried out by Ipsos-Markinor through face-
to-face interviews administered around the country in six languages: English,
Afrikaans, isiZulu, seSotho, isiXhosa and seTswana. Survey results are
weighted according to race, gender, age, province, metro and community
size (Ipsos-Markinor 2010).

Successive survey rounds have tracked opinion on individual identity in
exploring questions of whether or not South Africans continue to view
themselves primarily as members of ethnic or racial groups, or whether they
have eschewed these in favour of a collective African, South African or other
identity group. At a workshop hosted by the IJR in 2003 and based on the
findings of the Afrobarometer survey and Idasa, Mattes suggested that in
the post-apartheid period, South African identity might increasingly be
shaped by socioeconomic class and occupation (Mattes 2003).

The Reconciliation Barometer asks South Africans to think about
themselves and others they interact with regularly, and then to select a group
with which they feel most strongly associated from a pre-defined list, as
shown in Table 1. Since this item was introduced to the survey in round
seven (2007), 11-14% have indicated that they identify most strongly with
others who consider themselves to be ‘primarily South African’. Comparable
percentages associate most strongly with others of the same race group (11-
15%), and these results are relatively low. However, taken cumulatively more
than half of all South Africans in 2010 (53.7%) associate most strongly with
others who share either their language, ethnic or race group. Comparatively
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Table 1: Primary group association (%) 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Language 20.4 24.1 19.3 20.7 

Ethnicity 15.1 18.4 19.3 18.5 

Race 11.8 12.0 10.9 14.5 

Primarily South African 11.2 11.9 14.2 13.7 

Neighbourhood 8.9 7.1 8.4 8.7 

Religion 6.9 5.2 7.1 6.4 

Economic class 6.9 6.3 5.2 5.4 

Age 4.9 3.5 3.8 2.6 

Gender 4.7 3.2 3.4 3.2 

Work colleagues/students 4.1 2.5 3.0 2.6 

Primarily African 3.0 3.7 3.4 2.4 
Social/savings/sports 
club 1.4 1.6 1.5 1.4 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer, Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation, 2007-2010 
 

over these survey rounds, only 5-6% identify most strongly with others in
their economic class (see Table 1).

The survey also asks South Africans a series of questions about how their
primary identity, and association and membership in identity groups make
them feel. Results consistently show that significant majorities of citizens
view their primary identity as important: close to nine in ten South Africans
responded in this way in 2009 and 2010. As shown in Table 2, high
percentages also view group belonging as a source of positive individual
affirmation and security. In 2010, 82.9% indicated that belonging to their self-
selected primary identity group made them feel good about themselves,
76.6% that it made them feel important and 73.4% that it makes them feel
secure.

However, despite relatively high levels of association with identity
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Table 2: Affirmation through group identity (%) 

Importance* 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Primary identity is important  85.0 85.9 88.0 88.3 

Agreement** 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Belonging to this group makes you feel good about 
yourself  90.4 83.3 88.5 82.9 

Belonging to this group makes you feel important  82.4 77.0 83.1 76.6 

Belonging to this group makes you feel secure  78.3 72.1 78.0 73.4 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer, Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 2007-2010. 
*Percent answering “very important” or “somewhat important.” 
**Percent answering “strongly agree” or “agree.” 
 

Table 3: Creation of a united South Africa nation out of all groups (% agreement) 

Survey Rounds 2003* 2004* 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Desirable 72.9 76.5 77.6 76.3 69.7 67.8 72.0 72.2 

Possible  - - - - 60.6 56.1 59.9 63.8 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer, Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 2007-2010. 
*The SA Reconciliation Barometer survey was conducted twice annually in 2003 and 2004, and 
thereafter once each year. These are the results of the April/May survey round, consistent with 
the timing of subsequent rounds.  
 

groups based on language, ethnicity and race, the Reconciliation Barometer
also finds that most South Africans feel a unified country is both desirable
and possible. Since the first round of the survey was conducted in 2003,3

approximately 70-80% of citizens have consistently indicated that it is
desirable to create a ‘united South African nation from all the different
groups in the country’ (see Table 3). A further survey item was introduced
in 2007 to test whether or not citizens felt a united South Africa was
practically possible, with slightly less optimistic results. While 72.2% of
citizens agreed it was desirable to create a united South Africa in 2010, a
slightly lower figure of 63.8% agreed this would be possible.
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Table 4: Prioritisation of making the workforce of SA institutions 
representative (%)  

Agreement 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Representative of all races 70.7 65.9 72.1 75.2 

Representative of both 
genders 82.2 79.7 82.4 75.3 

Representative of physical 
ability and disability   77.4 75.9 79.3 72.8 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer, Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 
2007-2010. 
 

Table 5: Support for retention of race categories to measure the impact of 
government programming (%) 

 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
Agreement 41.5 40.7 40.1 43.0 46.7 44.4 

Disagreement  19.5 19.1 16.4 18.1 17.7 19.5 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer, Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 
2005-2010. 
 

The Reconciliation Barometer survey also tests public opinion on
government efforts to promote workforce equity, specifically within South
African institutions. Results from 2007 to 2010 confirm high levels of support
for the prioritisation of making the workforce representative of race, class
and physical ability, as shown in Table 4.

As a final point of analysis for the purposes of this article, the survey also
measures support for the retention of apartheid racial categories, specifically
for purposes of measuring the impact of government programming. Since its
introduction in round five (2005), this item has elicited relatively high
percentages of both ‘uncertain’ and ‘don’t know’ responses (25.5% and
10.6% respectively in 2010). However, similar trends are evident across the
approximately 60% of South Africans responding to this question in four
successive rounds: about 40-45% agree that race categories should be
retained, while 16-20% disagree as shown in Table 5.
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Here, it is analytically useful further to explore levels of support for the
use of race categories across different groups of South African respondents.
Closer examination of the results of the Reconciliation Barometer confirms
clear differences in support across respondents classified under different
apartheid race groups, as well as across South Africans with different living
standards. Analysis of survey findings suggests that support for the
retention of race categories for purposes of measuring impact remains
highest among those whom equity law and policy aims to target – black
South Africans and those with the lowest living standards – while opposition
is highest among white South Africans and those with the highest living
standards.

Statistically significant differences are evident in levels of support for the
retention of race categories between respondents of different historically-
defined race groups in the 2010 Reconciliation Barometer sample4 (see Table
A1). Support is highest among ‘Coloured’ and ‘African’ respondents,
surpassing 50%. Conversely, agreement that race categories should be
retained is lowest, and disagreement highest, among ‘White’ respondents,
as shown in Figure 1.

Significant differences are also evident in levels of support for the
retention of race categories according to respondents’ standards of living.
The Reconciliation Barometer uses a composite living standards measure
(LSM) variable, which is based on a range of household characteristics such
as access to water, ownership of basic consumer goods, and level of
urbanisation. As shown in Figure 2, agreement that race categories should
be retained is highest among respondents in the lowest LSM groups, while
disagreement increases among respondents with the highest living standards
(see Table A2). While there are certainly a wide range of other factors to be
considered in the debate over how best to measure the impact of equity
policy and programming, it remains an important finding that support
appears firm among some groups intended to benefit from such redress
initiatives.
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Figure 1: Agreement that race categories should be retained by race
category, 2010

Figure 2: Support for retention of race categories by LSM, 2010
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Considering new indicators
The preceding analysis of the results of the Reconciliation Barometer
determines a number of key findings: many South Africans continue to
identify themselves primarily according to language, ethnicity or race, and
view these identities as important. Many also view group membership on the
basis of this identity as a positive source of affirmation and security. It is
important that these findings are considered in the debate over whether or
not to continue using apartheid race categories. In South Africa and
elsewhere, race is profoundly more complex in lived experience and identity
construction, than captured in apartheid race categories. However, gestures
towards dismissal of the use of race categories may nonetheless threaten
public support for, and the legitimacy of any new measures introduced for
the purposes of achieving equity and redress.

The results of the Reconciliation Barometer suggest that support remains
high among South Africans for efforts to achieve a workforce that is
representative of race, gender and physical ability. Percentages of
respondents who support the retention of race categories to measure policy
or programmatic impact remain perennially higher than those who do not.

At the same time, it is important to revisit several fundamental questions:
who was most advantaged and disadvantaged by apartheid; how should
equity policy, programming and decision-making appropriately direct redress;
and, how should impact be measured? Across the different sides of this
debate, some consensus emerges around the need for indicators that take
socioeconomic class into account, as a lasting structural legacy of apartheid
that critically impacts on access to education and employment opportunities.
A number of useful tools have been developed both internationally and
within South Africa, particularly for the purposes of poverty measurement,
and could be adapted towards the construction of a targeted measure of
(dis)advantage.

Survey research in South Africa – including the Reconciliation Barometer
– already makes use of an LSM variable, and in reporting this is often used
as a proxy for socioeconomic class. The LSM used by the All Media Products
Survey (AMPS), which is often cited in government reporting (see for
example The Presidency 2010: 25), is a composite variable based on twenty-
nine livelihood items, predominantly related to: the presence and availability
of piped water in a surveyed household; ownership of basic consumer and
household goods, such as an oven, refrigerator or washing machine;
ownership of media and communication devices, such as radios, televisions
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and telephones; the purchase of household services, including domestic
employees and security services; and the level of urbanisation of the area
in which the surveyed household is located5 (South African Advertising
Research Foundation (SAARF).

Some elements of the LSM variable, particularly access to piped water, are
crucial measures of household affluence, and feature in many poverty
measures, such as the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) recently
developed by researchers at Oxford University. The MPI also takes into
account health and nutrition, education, household assets, and other living
standards indicators, such as electrification and type of cooking fuel used
(Alkire and Santos 2010).

However, relatively-consumer focused and without variables such as
education, health and nutrition, the LSM remains a relatively blunt instrument
for exploring the complexities of advantage, affluence, access or opportunity.
Like other measures, it largely assumes that individual and household
decision-making processes are almost universally economic: for example,
living in a rural area or not owning a television translate into lower living
standards, and do not take into account historical, social, cultural or other
motives.

Poverty research in Ireland, as well government policy and programming,
employs a ‘relative deprivation’ index developed on the basis of perceived
human necessities. Fredman (2011) locates the origins of this approach in the
works of both Sen’s capabilities theory (Sen 1999:86-96), and ‘Adam Smith’s
society’, wherein some goods and commodities are ‘not necessary for
survival, they may be necessary for the avoidance of the shame that
accompanies poverty’. Further, such ‘non-essential’ goods allow for ‘more
complex social achievements such as the taking part in the life of the
community’ (Sen 1983:161, 1992:109-10) These may, Fredman notes, vary
between societies (Fredman 2011:8-9). The Irish index measures individual
or household ability to purchase basic goods, or live at a minimum standard,
including items such as sufficient household heating, a ‘warm waterproof
coat’ and ‘two pairs of strong shoes’. Notably, it also includes important
social, experiential and cultural necessities, often excluded from purely
income-based or ‘essential’ measures, but considered a minimum for an
acceptable or decent standard of living, such as the ability to afford ‘a
morning, afternoon or evening out in the last fortnight’, a ‘roast once a
week’, or to ‘buy presents for family or friends at least once a year’6 (Combat
Poverty Agency).
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The results of the South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS) also
provide rich insight into what South Africans consider to be bare essentials
for a minimum quality of life in this country: things that no-one should have
to go without. Some of these could be usefully adapted into composite
indicators of (dis)advantage. The ten items ranked as ‘essential’ by the
highest percentages of South Africans in 2006 are as follows: mains electricity
in the house (91.5%); someone to look after you if you are very ill (91.2%);
a house that is strong enough to stand up to the weather (90.1%); clothing
sufficient to keep you warm and dry (88.9%); a place of worship (church/
mosque/synagogue) in the local area (86.6%); a fridge (85.7%); street
lighting (85.3%); ability to pay or contribute to funerals/funeral insurance/
burial society (82.1%); separate bedrooms for adults and children (81.5%);
and, having an adult from the household home at all times when children
under ten from the household are at home (81.0%) (Barnes et al 2006:40).

Taken together, new measures of (dis)advantage could potentially account
for race, gender, physical ability, and educational experience, as well as a
number of variables related to socioeconomic class that draw on these other
indices: physical quality of a home environment (water, electrification, etc),
as well as numbers of other family members present and availability of private
space; sufficient food and access to healthcare; and adequate clothing.
Given that class is more complex than socioeconomic status, as Erasmus
(2010) suggests, indicators could also take into account variables such as
parents’ occupation and levels of education, and geographical area of
residence (Erasmus 2010:246, 249).

Application of (dis)advantage indicators
The models discussed above certainly provide some direction for the
development of new indicators that would incorporate dimensions of
socioeconomic status and class, which could be applied alongside, or as an
alternative to apartheid race categories in educational admissions,
employment appointments or other equity decision-making processes.
However, insofar as race and class are complex, measures of advantage will
be equally so, and would likely need to be adapted for different goals and
contexts.

Criteria for university admissions have taken a prominent position in this
debate and as Erasmus (2010) and Jansen (2010) suggest, there are a range
of multiple and complex factors that work to ‘enable and hinder access,
completion of study and success’ (Erasmus 2010:246, 249). Erasmus proposes
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these could include ‘primary school attended; last school attended; parents’
occupation; parents’ level of education; parents’ income; home language(s);
African languages spoken; home address; number of generations in your
family who attended university; access to books, libraries, computer facilities
and study facilities’ (Erasmus 2010: 246; 249).

Research conducted on the determinants of educational outcomes
provides further direction in terms of variables to consider: Van der Berg
(2006), for example, confirms the significant role of socioeconomic status
(SES) in determining educational outcomes, as defined by the availability of
a range of goods and services in use by a learners’ household. Here, there
is some overlap with LSM, MPI and other measures: ‘having a newspaper
in the home, ownership of a radio, a television set, a fridge, a car, having
electricity, a telephone’, as well as ‘the type of house (judged by wall
materials) and the quantity of a list of stationary items that the pupil had in
school’. Other determinants considered by Van der Berg (2006) include
school processes, defined as the ‘frequency of homework, frequency of
correction of homework, visits by inspectors and test frequency’, as well as
school problems such as violence and health issues, the ability of a learner
to have his or her own textbook, ownership of books at home, and access
to equipment such as computers.

The development of comparable indicators that strengthen workplace
equity potentially poses a greater challenge, though the relatively fewer
numbers of candidates for a given position – in comparison with hundreds
of thousands of university applicants – could allow for more innovative
evaluations of personal experience, educational quality and performance,
participation in higher learning or training programmes rather than university
degree courses.

However, it is important to recognise that the processes of developing
and applying indicators that unpack advantage in complex ways pose
significant challenges. While these should not deter from commitment to the
hard work of achieving equity, they must be considered to avoid pitfalls and
shortcomings in the development and implementation of new policy and
programming, which could further delay and stymie effective transformation.

First and foremost these will be administrative, and will impose resource
and capacity constraints on both institutions and individuals. For example,
a university admissions checklist or scoring system that seeks to take into
account each applicant’s class background would likely include at minimum:
measures of household income, and possibly assets such as home ownership;
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employment status and occupation of working adults in a household; and
the educational experience of both the applicant and his or her parents.

Introducing such a measure as part of an application process would
require significant institutional systemic changes, and verification would be
an extremely difficult process. For an applicant, the mere process of providing
supporting documentation would in itself contain class biases: applicants
with a parent or parents who are salaried workers in the formal sector would
likely have little difficulty in supplying supporting documentation for
admissions purposes, but the same would not be true for applicants with
parents who are unemployed or work in the informal sector. Institutions
would have to consider new approaches to managing applications; for
example, through harmonising admission and financial assistance
applications within, and even across institutions. A universal, centralised
application for tertiary institutions as introduced in the US could relieve
some of the multiple administrative burdens placed on applicants themselves
(see Universal College Application online). Further, questions remain as to
whether introducing a battery of other indicators designed to assess an
applicants’ class background would not in effect introduce new and
potentially harmful self-classification requirements, though these might
replace what Alexander (2006) describes as the ‘humiliating experience’ of
racial self-classification (Alexander 2006:10-11).

A second important consideration is whether, in some circumstances,
assessment of transformation purely in terms of race, gender or physical
ability is in itself an important goal, and whether these categories therefore
remain the most straightforward and effective way of measuring change.
Examples of this may include greater representation by women or black
people in professions historically the preserve of white men for a range of
structural, social and gendered reasons. Engineering and applied sciences
are examples. Another is representation in political parties and government:
DA leader and Western Cape Premier Helen Zille’s appointment of an all-
male and predominantly white provincial cabinet in 2009 provoked a political
backlash focused not on the competency of members selected through her
‘best-fitness-for-purpose’ approach (SAPA 2009), but on the premise that
greater diversity inherently brings a wider range of social experiences,
interests and perspectives. My own experiences working in Rwanda have
elucidated the difficulty of orchestrating conflict resolution, reconciliation
in redress across ethnic lines, while discussion of ethnicity and ethnic
identity is often tacitly or overtly discouraged or prohibited.
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Finally, it is important to highlight the reality that prospects for
implementing new measures will face inherent systemic challenges, because
of the disjuncture between private interests and equity goals. A private
educational institution, for example, may only enrol disadvantaged students
to the extent that they can be supported, and thereafter will likely continue
to enrol advantaged students, and the wealth and resources they bring.

Conclusion
The question of whether or not to continue the use of apartheid race
categories in South Africa is both important and complex. The goal of
pursuing a non-racial society accepting of diversity is embodied in the
Constitution and continues to be embraced by many South Africans, as the
results of the Reconciliation Barometer survey suggest.

This article has provided an overview of debates related to both the merits
and consequences of retaining apartheid race categories, and showed that
efforts to bring about a more representative workforce, as well as the
decision to measure programmatic impact according to race, still enjoy
majority support. However, it is also appropriate to re-think national equity
goals, who they aim to benefit, and how best to identify these groups of
people. Models of measurement and indices used in South Africa and
elsewhere provide initial direction in terms of constructing more complex
indicators of (dis)advantage that go beyond race and income, and could
potentially be adapted for application in equity-based decision-making.

Nonetheless, it is important to conclude – as Nobles (2002) observes –
that while the use of race categories may contribute to the ‘formation and
perpetuation of racial ideas’, it is certainly not the only state, or non-state
process to do so. Doing away with race categories at present will not
eliminate racism or lived experiences based on race.

Further, while it is important to interrogate the use of categories, this must
be done in the context of far more work to reduce poverty and improve
educational quality. Van der Berg finds that socioeconomic status remains
a critical determinant of educational outcomes at the primary school level,
and that at secondary level ‘the school system was not yet systematically
able to overcome inherited socio-economic disadvantage, and poor schools
least so’ (van der Berg 2006:20). In addition, as Erasmus (2010) suggests,
more appropriate measures for equity decision-making must be accompanied
by ongoing support and programming. Ultimately, these kinds of interventions
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will do far more to level the proverbial playing field, and promote more
equitable access to education and employment opportunities.

Notes
1. Support, advice and feedback from Dr Zimitri Erasmus are gratefully

acknowledged.

2. According to the Act, black people are defined as those historically categorised
as ‘Africans, Coloureds and Indians’, and this was subsequently amended to
include those classified ‘Chinese’.

3. For a comprehensive overview of this debate, see the University of Cape Town’s
dedicated web page on the admissions policy debate, at http://www.uct.ac.za/
news/talkingpoints/admissions/.

4. Two survey rounds were conducted per annum in 2003 (Rounds 1-2) and 2004
(Rounds 3-4), and thereafter one round has been conducted annually.

5. The historically-defined race groups used for analysis are White (n = 395),
Indian/Asian (n = 127), Coloured (n = 361) and Black (n = 2,670). This specific
analysis uses un-weighted survey results from 2010.

6. The full list of LSM items is as follows: (1) hot running water; (2) fridge/freezer;
(3) microwave oven; (4) flush toilet in house or on plot; (5) VCR in household;
(6) vacuum cleaner/floor polisher; (7) washing machine; (8) computer at home;
(9) electric stove; (10) TV set; (11) tumble dryer; (12) Telkom telephone; (13)
hi-fi or music centre; (14) built-in kitchen sink; (15) home security service; (16)
deep freeze; (17) water in home or on stand; (18) have MNET and/or DSTV; (19)
dishwasher; (20) metropolitan dweller; (21) sewing machine; (22) DVD player;
(23) house/cluster/townhouse; (24) one or more motor vehicles; (25) no domestic
worker; (26) no cell phone in household; (27) one cell phone in household; (28)
none or only one radio; and (29) living in a non-urban area. See South African
Advertising Research Foundation (SAARF) online.

7. The full deprivation index is as follows: (1) gone without heating at some stage
in the last year; (2) unable to afford a morning, afternoon or evening out in the
last fortnight; (3) unable to afford two pairs of strong shoes; (4) unable to afford
a roast once a week; (5) unable to afford a meal with meat, chicken or fish every
second day; (6) unable to afford new (not second-hand) clothes; (7) unable to
afford a warm waterproof coat; (8) unable to afford to keep the home adequately
warm; (9) unable to afford to replace any worn out furniture (10) unable to afford
to have family or friends for a drink or meal once a month; and (11) unable to
afford to buy presents for family or friends at least once a year. See Combat
Poverty Agency (CPA) online.
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Table A1: Analysis of variance: Support for retention of race categories 
by race  

 
Full 

sample 
(Sig) 

Sub-
sample 1 

(Sig) 

Sub-
sample 2 

(Sig) 
The use of racial categories must be 
retained to measure the impact of 
government programmes 

.000 .002 .000 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer 2010, Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation.  
 

Table A2: Analysis of variance: Support for retention of race categories 
by LSM  

 
Full 

sample 
(Sig) 

Sub-
sample 1 

(Sig) 

Sub-
sample 2 

(Sig) 
The use of racial categories must be 
retained to measure the impact of 
government programmes 

.000 .018 .000 

Source: SA Reconciliation Barometer 2010, Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation.  
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