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Social Inclusion and
Policymaking in South Africa:
A Conceptual Overview

“Social inclusion” has gained increasing currency in international
and domestic policy discourse over the past decade, to some extent,
replacing (albeit partially incorporating) once du jour ideas about
“social cohesion” and “social capital”.
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South Africa’s supposed policy blueprint, the National Development Plan (NDP),
is anchored in the concept of social inclusion. The NDP emphasises a capable state,
a “capabilities” approach to development, and active citizenship and participation
in the economic, civic and social norms that integrate society1. All of these are
integral components of social inclusion.
The NDP also underscores the need for redress measures in creating an inclusive,
non-racial society in terms of Section 9 (2) of the Constitution, by broadening
opportunities and pursuing substantive equality.
This essay traces some of the recent key concepts in social policy discourse from
“social cohesion” through “social capital” to “social exclusion” and “social inclusion”.
While there is some degree of overlap between all of these terms, “social exclusion”
and “social inclusion” are of greater analytical value. They provide a richer
understanding of the link between access to opportunity and efforts to combat
poverty on the one hand, and citizenship on the other.
In concluding, I observe in passing the conceptual disjuncture between the
approach adopted by the NDP on redress, development and social inclusion, and
the African National Congress’s policy position on the “second transition” to a
“national democratic society”.

Social Cohesion and Social Capital

Before the popularisation of “social inclusion”, the allied concepts of social
cohesion and social capital spawned a huge body of research and literature by
organisations within the international policy community.
Social cohesion is defined as a process or “set of factors that foster a basic
equilibrium among individuals in a society”2.
In 2004, the national Department of Arts and Culture (DAC), in South Africa,
commissioned a study by the Human Sciences Research Council on the social
“health of the nation”3.
The HSRC employed social cohesion as a descriptive term to refer to “the extent
to which a society is coherent, united and functional, providing an environment
within which its citizens can flourish”. It argued further:
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Social cohesion is deemed to be present by the extent to which participants
and observers of society find the lived existence of citizens to be relatively
peaceful, gainfully employed, harmonious and free from deprivation.
In 2012, DAC produced a “National Social Cohesion Strategy”4 that defines
social cohesion as “the degree of social integration … in communities and society
at large, and the extent to which mutual solidarity finds expression among
individuals and communities”.
This formed the basis for discussion at a “National Summit on Social Cohesion”
in Kliptown in July 2012.
Now, social cohesion is evidently a desirable objective, but harmonious societies
or societies in equilibrium are not necessarily, by definition, inclusive societies –
societies for all. For example, feudal societies may have been in equilibrium but
they were certainly not inclusive. They did not recognise or give scope to the full,
equal and active citizenship of all members of society.
In contrast with social cohesion, definitions of social
capital tend to focus on networks and relations of
trust and reciprocity within these networks.

For example, feudal societies may have
been in equilibrium but they were
certainly not inclusive. They did not
recognise or give scope to the full, equal
and active citizenship of all members of
society.

Putnam5 defines social capital in terms of four
features of communities: the existence of community
networks; civic engagement or participation in
community networks; a sense of community identity,
solidarity and equality with other community
members; and norms of trust and reciprocal help and
support.

There are various types of social capital.
Bonding social capital refers to internal cohesion or connectedness within relatively
homogenous groups, like families.
Bridging social capital refers to the level and nature of contact and engagement
between different communities, across racial, gendered, linguistic and class divides.
Linking social capital refers to relations between individuals and groups in different
social strata in a hierarchy where power, social status and wealth are accessed by
different groups6.
Social cohesion and social capital have both been used by governments, nongovernmental organisations and inter-governmental organisations as conceptual
tools for public policy. The World Bank,7 in particular, enthusiastically adopted
social capital, which it defines with reference to social cohesion:
Social capital refers to the institutions, relationships, and norms that shape
the quality and quantity of a society’s social interactions. Increasing evidence
shows that social cohesion is critical for societies to prosper economically and
for development to be sustainable. Social capital is not just the sum of the
institutions which underpin a society – it is the glue that holds them together.
The World Bank concedes, however, that it is difficult to measure social capital.
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Furthermore, social capital is not necessarily desirable. Halpern8 suggests that
organised criminals or gangs comprise a social network with shared norms but
they do not constitute a societal good. Portes9 cites the downsides of social capital
as the exclusion of outsiders, restriction on individual freedom and a downward
levelling of norms.
Like social capital, social cohesion is not a ready-made tool for public policy.
It is vague. The slipperiness of the concept makes it difficult to translate social
cohesion into a set of tangible strategic outcomes with measurable indicators.

Towards a New Conceptual Framework

One of the main drawbacks of social cohesion and
social capital as conceptual and analytical tools, then,
is their lack of rigour.

Definitions of social exclusion may
include all or some of the following
elements: disadvantage experienced
by individuals, households, spatial
areas or population groups in relation
to certain norms of social, economic or
political activity; the social, economic
and institutional processes through
which disadvantage is produced; and
the outcomes or consequences of those
processes on individuals, groups
or communities.

Over the past 30 years, “social exclusion” and “social
inclusion” have increasingly been used in the literature
on social policy. Nevertheless, there is a close link
between them and social cohesion and social capital.
As Phillips10 argues: ‘there is a strong but complex
relationship between social inclusion (mostly as
an outcome but also as a process), social exclusion
(mostly as a process but also as an outcome) and the
social cohesiveness of societies’.
Jones and Smyth11 argue that the concept of social
exclusion deepens understandings of poverty
and provides a conceptual link between access to
opportunity and citizenship.

In particular, social exclusion broadens the conventional framework that posits
poverty as a lack of resources relative to needs. In this way, it complements
Peter Townsend’s12 seminal analysis of poverty in terms of relative deprivation
and Amartya Sen’s13 notion of capability deprivation: the idea that citizens are
excluded from society if they do not have the power, the opportunity or the means
to lead a life they value, and thereby achieve substantive freedom.
The ideas of agency and individual responsibility (alongside rights) are central to
the discourse on social inclusion and citizenship. The “rights and responsibilities”
of citizenship is a theme that suggests that social inclusion should be viewed as a
fundamental right and ‘capability’14, since being able to be included into society is
a critical aspect of citizenship.

What is Social Exclusion?

In 1997, the UK government established a Social Exclusion Unit that defined
social exclusion as ‘a shorthand label for what can happen when individuals or
areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor
skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family
breakdown’15.
Definitions of social exclusion may include all or some of the following elements:
disadvantage experienced by individuals, households, spatial areas or population
groups in relation to certain norms of social, economic or political activity; the
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social, economic and institutional processes through which disadvantage is
produced; and the outcomes or consequences of those processes on individuals,
groups or communities16.
The European Commission defines social exclusion as:
The multiple and changing factors resulting in people being excluded from the
normal exchanges, practices and rights of modern society. Poverty is one of
the most obvious factors, but social exclusion also refers to inadequate rights
in housing, education, health and access to services. It affects individuals and
groups, particularly in urban and rural areas, who are in some way subject to
discrimination or segregation; and it emphasises the weaknesses in the social
infrastructure and the risk of allowing a two-tier society to become established
by default.17
In sum, social exclusion is the involuntary exclusion of individuals and groups
from society’s political, economic and societal processes, which prevents their full
participation in society.
Social exclusion is the denial (or non-realisation)
of the different dimensions of citizenship – civic,
economic, social and cultural – either through
lack of access to opportunity or failure to use that
opportunity. Such opportunities take the form
of education, healthcare, housing, safety, and
neighbourhoods that are linked physically (through
transport and amenities) and socially (through social
capital and trust).

Poverty and social exclusion are driven
up and down by demographic trends
such as youth unemployment, lone
parents, teenage mothers and inmigration from other provinces.

Poverty and social exclusion are both a cause and effect of socially dysfunctional
behaviours such as substance abuse, violent crime and domestic abuse. Poverty
and social exclusion are driven up and down by demographic trends such as
youth unemployment, lone parents, teenage mothers and in-migration from other
provinces.

Social Exclusion and Multidimensional Notions of Poverty

Contemporary understandings of human development have stressed that a lack of
economic resources is not the only determinant of poverty. Resources cannot be
understood divorced from their social context.
Poverty is increasingly being framed in terms of the capacity to participate in the
society in which citizens live.
In Europe, the term social exclusion originated in the social policy discourse of
the French socialist governments of the 1980s and referred to a disparate group
of people living on the margins of society – especially those without access to the
system of social insurance18.
However, the European Commission19 has argued for a more multidimensional
understanding of the ‘nature of the mechanisms whereby individuals and groups
are excluded from taking part in the social exchanges, from the component
practices and rights of social integration’.
Alongside economic resources and employment, health, education, affordable
access to other public services such as justice, housing, civil rights, security,
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well-being, information and communications, mobility, social and political
participation, leisure and culture also need to be taken into account. This provides
for a multidimensional portfolio of indicators on social exclusion.
Globally, a multidimensional approach to poverty and social inclusion has long
underpinned efforts to promote development. The foreword to the first Human
Development Report20 set out the position in 1990:
The purpose of development is to offer people more options. One of their
options is access to income – not as an end in itself but as a means to acquiring
human well being. But there are other options as well, including long life,
knowledge, political freedom, personal security, community participation and
guaranteed Human Rights. People cannot be reduced to a single dimension as
economic creatures21.
Five years later, the Copenhagen Declaration on
Social Development22 and the Programme Action
of the World Summit for Social Development23
highlighted the various manifestations of poverty:

The poor, it said, ‘are often treated badly
by the institutions of state and society
and excluded from voice and power in
those institutions’

Poverty has various manifestations, including
lack of income and productive resources sufficient
to ensure sustainable livelihoods; hunger and
malnutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to education and other
basic services; increased morbidity and mortality from illness; homelessness
and inadequate housing; unsafe environment; and social discrimination and
exclusion. It is also characterized by a lack of participation in decision-making
and in civil, social and cultural life”24

The World Development Report25 was entitled “Attacking Poverty”, and in his
foreword to the Report (p.v), the then President of the World Bank, James
Wolfensohn, referred to ‘the now established view of poverty as encompassing not
only low income and consumption but also low achievement in education, health,
nutrition, and other areas of human development’.
The World Development Report26 opened by referring to “poverty’s many dimensions”
and stressed that these went beyond hunger, lack of shelter, ill health, illiteracy and
lack of education. The poor, it said, ‘are often treated badly by the institutions of
state and society and excluded from voice and power in those institutions’

From Social Exclusion to Social Inclusion

There is no consensus in the literature that social inclusion and exclusion are two
ends of a continuum or that they are binary opposites, even though much of the
literature tacitly assumes this.
Steinert27 distinguishes between integration and participation as potential opposites
to exclusion. He rejects integration (which he equates with ‘inclusion’) as being
too passive and normative. In a similar vein, Barry28 notes that highly socially
integrated societies can be marked by large inequalities of power and status.
Walker and Wigfield contrast inclusion and exclusion as follows:
If social exclusion is the denial (or non-realisation) of different dimensions of
citizenship then the other side of the coin, social inclusion, is the degree to
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which such citizenship is realised. Formally we might define social inclusion as
the degree to which people are and feel integrated in the different relationships,
organisations, sub-systems and structures that constitute everyday life29.
As a process, then, social inclusion refers both to integration into social, economic
and civic life and the pursuit of active citizenship as well as a means to counter
poverty understood in the sense of capability deprivation.
An inclusive society is a society for all, in which every individual – each with
rights and responsibilities – feels he or she has an active role to play, thus reducing
the risk of social dysfunction and disintegration.

Social Inclusion and Redress

South Africa needs to build a more
equitable society where opportunity
is not defined by race, gender, class or
religion. This would mean building
people’s capabilities through access to
quality education, health care and
basic services, as well as enabling access
to employment, and transforming
ownership patterns of the economy.

The NDP’s overriding goal is to eliminate poverty
and reduce inequality through a virtuous cycle of
economic growth and development. To do this, it
advocates a new approach to policy – one that moves
from “a passive citizenry receiving services from the
state” to one that “systematically includes the socially
and economically excluded”, where people are “active
champions of their own development”, and where
government works to “develop people’s capabilities
to lead the lives they desire”.30

Generally, then, the NDP is anchored in the concept
of social inclusion. Its vision is of an inclusive nonracial society as described in the preamble to – and founding provisions of – the
South African Constitution.

Specifically, Chapter 1531, on “Transforming society and uniting the country”
deals with “promoting economic and social inclusion, … active citizenry and…
the crafting of a social compact”.This chapter departs from the premise that a
“capabilities” approach to development is “critical to broadening opportunities, an
essential element of the nation-building process”. It elaborates:
South Africa needs to build a more equitable society where opportunity is not
defined by race, gender, class or religion. This would mean building people’s
capabilities through access to quality education, health care and basic services,
as well as enabling access to employment, and transforming ownership
patterns of the economy. Redress measures that seek to correct imbalances of
the past should be strengthened.
Yet it is instructive to note that the NDP is critical of the way in which some of the
existing models of redress have been implemented – in particular the Employment
Equity Act, which the NDP notes “does not encourage the appointment of people
without the requisite qualifications, experience or competence”.
The NDP underscores the fact that race and gender need to be considered
alongside qualifications and experience, and that skills- and staff-development
should be at the centre of employment equity plans.
On other redress measures such as black economic empowerment and land
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reform, the NDP stresses that they should be rooted in the letter and spirit of
Section 9 (2) of the Constitution. They should promote growth or jobs in order
to support the NDP’s overarching goals. They should not enforce rigid quotas
or the mechanical application of numerical formulae. And they should focus on
broadening opportunities as opposed to manipulating outcomes.
Outcomes must be linked to opportunity, effort and ability because an inclusive
society in which citizens have developed their capabilities is a society in which
opportunities are not granted as special favours to selected beneficiaries.
This truly “developmental” approach to redress, anchored as it is in the concept
of social inclusion, is a far cry from the ANC’s so-called “second transition” to a
“national democratic society”. The ruling party placed a renewed emphasis on the
“second transition” at its policy conference in 2012, based on its analysis of the
“national democratic revolution”.
With its misguided emphasis on strengthening the role of the state in the economy
and its prioritisation of existing flawed models of racial redress (all of which
manipulate outcomes rather than extend opportunities), the “second transition”
totally controverts the Constitution, the NDP, the capabilities approach to
development, and the concept of social inclusion.
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