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Case study P: Political economy of the basic 
income grant in South Africa
Brian Mathebula

1	 INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the basic income grant (BIG) discourse has gained attention worldwide as 
a potential policy option in social protection as testified by recent public debates, ongoing pilot 
projects, campaigning efforts,1 policy measures during Covid-19 and the surge in academic 
research. A BIG refers to regular cash transfers paid to all members of society irrespective of 
their socio-economic status, their capacity or willingness to participate in the labour market 
or having to meet pre-determined conditions (Offe 2008; Van Parijs 1995, 2003; Wright 
2004, 2006). Despite the recent hype around BIG, Iran is the only country worldwide with 
a scaled-up BIG (Tabatabai 2011, 2012). Other programmes have never gone beyond pilot 
programmes. This raises the question why this is the case.

In South Africa, the BIG discussion re-emerged recently, partly in recognition of the 
economic impact of the Covid-19 lockdown and the government’s announcement of a tem-
porary (six months) social assistance grant aimed at the unemployed (18–59 years), who 
are not covered by any social protection scheme. In the same period, the Minister of Social 
Development, Lindiwe Zulu, stated that there were ‘discussions’ and the BIG has to be ‘brought 
back to the table’, because the BIG ‘proposal will help realise the government’s broader social 
security reform environment… will lift individual South Africans out of poverty’.2

This case study discusses the political economy dynamics that influenced the policy 
non-take-up of the BIG in South Africa, following the adapted political settlement frame-
work by Lavers and Hickey (2016). In their adapted political settlement approach, Lavers 
and Hickey (2016) argue that social protection adoption and implementation is driven by the 
political elite. The political settlement refers to how power is distributed amongst different 
groups in society (Di John and Putzel 2009), made up of formal3 and informal4 institutions 
(Khan 2010) that seek to influence the distribution of resources and decision making in society 
(Lavers and Hickey 2016). A political settlement is an outcome of bargaining and negotiation 
between elites to either constrain or facilitate institutional and developmental change (Di John 

1 Andrew Yang’s Freedom Dividend, of USD 1,000 per month: www​.yang2020​.com/​policies/​the​
-freedom​-dividend/​.

2 www​.iol​.co​.za/​mercury/​governments​-proposed​-basic​-income​-grant​-to​-target​-33m​-south​-africans​
-50992590.

3 This refers to the rules of the game such as laws and constitutions (Lavers and Hickey 2016; 
Bender et al. 2017).

4 Informal institutions are based on patron–client politics with actors that have unequal power and 
status following internalised norms and values (Khan 2010). Political settlements in nature are based on 
clientelism as they accommodate and integrate the material interests of narrow political elites (van de 
Walle 2007).
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and Putzel 2009; DfID 2009; Lavers and Hickey 2016). Social protection is not formulated 
in isolation but as part of the overall distribution regime. The distributional regime refers to 
existing mechanisms for distributing resources within society.

2	 DETERMINING FACTORS FOR NON-TAKE-UP OF THE 
UNIVERSAL BASIC INCOME GRANT

This section analyses how and why the BIG was proposed and opposed by the political set-
tlement (policy coalitions), while also highlighting the broader paradigmatic ideas (prevalent 
norms and ideas) and the distribution regime that were central concerning the development of 
social security in South Africa.

3	 POLICY COALITIONS IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH 
AFRICA

After the unbanning of political parties in 1990, the African National Congress (ANC), 
Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and South African Communist Party 
(SACP) formed the tripartite alliance5 to contest the 1994 elections. COSATU aligned with 
the government in waiting (ANC) because it sought to put the worker’s agenda at the forefront 
of the new political dispensation, and by 1999, the trade union had 15 of its senior members 
in senior positions in government (Barchiesi 1999). The labour union, envisioning a greater 
role in the development discourse (Ranchod 2007), wanted to go beyond mere representation 
of workers (Twala and Kompi 2012) and assert itself as a social movement by influencing 
broader social, political and economic issues (Chun and Williams 2013).

There was broad policy consensus within the tripartite alliance on welfare or social security. 
In 1994, the new government adopted the leftist and COSATU-SACP drafted document, the 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). The RDP lasted only two years before 
it was replaced by the neo-liberal Growth Employment and Redistribution, angering alliance 
partners who were sidelined in its drafting (Cedras and Kuye 2013). This was a deliberate 
move by the ANC to diminish the influence of its alliance partners in the political domain, as 
well as in policy formulation. The ANC had begun to embrace the neo-liberal project, which 
marginalised the alliance’s redistributive mandate (Cedras and Kuye 2013). Over the years, 
the independence, role and influence of COSATU on policy matters within the alliance was 
diminishing (Twala and Kompi 2012; Masiya 2014), especially as democracy stabilised.

At the 1998 Presidential Jobs Summit, COSATU negotiated for the BIG to be included as 
part of the review for a comprehensive social security. The political feasibility of the BIG 
depended on COSATU building a strong constituency within the alliance to produce strong 
political demand for BIG as a policy option, which COSATU failed to do. Although the SACP 
supported the BIG proposal, COSATU was the only actor significantly advocating for the 
BIG (Matisonn and Seekings 2002). By 2001, the BIG Coalition, of which COSATU was 

5	 The ANC contests elections, while members of the SACP or COSATU are required to be members 
of the ANC in order to enter politics. ANC members are not required to be members of the SACP and 
COSATU (Cedras and Kuye 2013).
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a member, argued that the ANC and government had failed to engage with the idea of a BIG 
as a plausible policy option. The BIG was not rejected on the basis of compelling economic or 
social reasons (Naledi 2005). Despite broad support for the introduction of the BIG as part of 
a comprehensive social protection package by COSATU, the People’s Budget Coalition6 and 
the BIG Coalition, there was no formal or transparent process within government for assessing 
BIG (Taylor Committee 2002).

The formal position of the ANC was to defer the Taylor Committee recommendations 
on the BIG, whilst government leaders were making hostile public statements on the BIG 
proposal (Coleman 2003). There were mixed messages on the BIG from various government 
departments, which made it difficult to distinguish supporters and detractors. The National 
Treasury (including the Finance Minister, Trevor Manuel) opposed the BIG, and viewed them-
selves as promoting fiscal responsibility (Seekings and Matisonn 2012). At the 2002 ANC 
policy conference, the ANC resolved to expand existing programmes, specifically raising the 
age eligibility for the child support grant.7

4	 PREVALENT NORMS AND IDEAS

The new government in 1994 raised hopes that the plight of the black majority, which had been 
characterised by high levels of poverty, inequality and unemployment, would be reversed and 
diminished (Republic of South Africa 1994; Naledi 2005). The dismantlement of the apartheid 
system that had created skewed social and economic development based on race (Terreblanche 
2002) was a key driver of ideas and norms for mobilising political support and development 
in the new South Africa.

The leftist, COSATU-SACP-drafted RDP (Cedras and Kuye 2013), including its broad 
ideas, grounded the formulation of policies across a wide spectrum, including social welfare 
(Gray 1998). The RDP states that access to social security for all is part of the development 
strategy (Republic of South Africa 1994). The White Paper on Social Welfare of 1997 intro-
duced the concept of social protection as a development policy (Naledi 2005) and a review 
for a comprehensive social security for all South Africans recommended the BIG and stated 
that a gradual phasing-in was affordable. This also approached social protection as part of 
a broader development strategy (Taylor Committee 2002).

The rights-based approach enshrined in the Constitution of 1996 grounded the extension of 
social security to the black majority and was therefore another favourable condition for the 
introduction of the BIG. The Constitution guarantees access to socio-economic rights as a jus-
tifiable right and access to social security is a right for every individual who cannot provide for 
themselves and their dependants (Republic of South Africa 1996). The BIG Coalition8 argued 
to the Parliamentary Committee ‘Social Services Select Committee’ in 2002 that a BIG would 
entrench the constitutional right to social security, and should be promoted without a means 

6	 Members included COSATU, the South African Council of Churches and the South African Non 
Governmental Organisation Coalition.

7	 www​.sahistory​.org​.za/​archive/​2002​-anc​-national​-policy​-conference​-closing​-statement​-jacob​
-zuma​-30​-september​-2002.

8	 There were over 20 organisations that were members of the BIG Coalition, including civil society,
church organisations, non-governmental organisations, advocacy groups and organised labour.
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test.9 The absence of a means test in the BIG was opposed by the ANC as it meant that money 
would be transferred to the privileged white minority (Seekings and Matisonn 2012).

Despite the favourable conditions for a BIG such as broad support, the right to social secu-
rity in the constitution and the high level of poverty, inequality and unemployment, these were 
combined with less favourable conditions, such as neo-liberal concerns as well as the financial 
constraints of the BIG.

A prevalent idea towards the BIG was that it would create a ‘culture of dependency’, as 
the Minister of Agriculture, Thoko Didiza, warned at the time. Thabo Mbeki (President of 
South Africa) and Joel Netshitenze (government spokesperson) raised concerns regarding 
unconditional ‘handouts’ to the poor and maintained that government should promote dignity 
through work (Seekings and Matisonn 2012). The view amongst the political elites was that 
the government should focus on promoting work ethic and wage labour discipline while 
stigmatising welfare ‘dependency’ (Barchiesi 2007). These ideas are closely associated with 
market-led and neo-liberal approaches to social protection, which were promoted through the 
market-driven, neo-liberal ideologies in growth employment and redistribution, promoted by 
the ANC.

The Minister of Finance, Trevor Manuel, raised concerns regarding the long-term afforda-
bility and administrative feasibility and labelled the BIG a ‘populist’ idea. In 2002, the BIG 
was opposed and subsequently shelved after an ANC policy conference because the ANC 
and government wanted to take a different philosophical approach to social protection, which 
included the promotion of public works and incremental means-tested social assistance 
(Seekings and Matisonn 2012), especially the child support grant, as compared to the BIG.10 
The incremental extension was viewed as enabling the government to continue to reduce 
poverty and inequality, whilst also controlling spending.

5	 DISTRIBUTION REGIME

An analysis of the post-apartheid distributional regime as a contributing factor enables an 
explanation for the non-take-up of the BIG in South Africa. The post-apartheid distribution 
regime has significantly demonstrated its commitment towards redistribution of resources via 
a subsequent development strategy, social services, social protection and taxation. Key indica-
tors include: first, spending on the means-tested social assistance is around 4 per cent of gross 
domestic product, considered generous for a developing country. Second, the South African 
government views redistribution through progressive taxes and means-tested and pro-poor 
cash transfers as the most efficient way to address levels of poverty and inequality. Third, 
the means-tested social assistance programme enabled the government to decrease income 
inequality (Schiel et al. 2014; Woolard et al. 2010), whilst also achieving a positive impact 
in areas of poverty, health, education and empowerment (Samson et al. 2004; Woolard et al. 
2010; Schiel et al. 2014; Satumba et al. 2017). Finally, the means-tested social assistance pro-
gramme is identified as an important component of the development strategy in the National 
Development Plan-Vision 2030 (NPC 2012).

9	 https://​pmg​.org​.za/​committee​-meeting/​1624/​.
10	 www​.thenewhumanitarian​.org/​news/​2007/​11/​29/​social​-grants​-dependency​-or​-development​-0.

https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/1624/
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In general, a BIG represents a radical shift from current practice in the provision of cash 
transfers (Van Parijs and Vanderborght 2017). Following Pierson’s ‘path dependence’ theory, 
defined as ‘social processes that exhibit increasing returns’ (2000, 252), the prevailing levels 
of welfare state spending created a ‘path dependence’, which continues to shape attitudes 
towards and non-take-up of the BIG. Although a BIG is considered and viewed as being 
redistributive (Standing 2008; Van Parijs 1995, 2003; Van Parijs and Vanderborght 2017), the 
success of the means-tested and pro-poor social assistance programme, with over 17 million 
recipients, enables the government to justify the current approach towards social assistance 
provision. The pursuance of the BIG in South Africa amidst the success of the means-tested 
social assistance programme runs counter to the path dependence literature. There could 
potentially be a political cost associated with the departure from policies that enjoy support 
from broad or influential political constituencies.

6	 CONCLUSION

The ANC, despite a strong commitment towards reducing poverty and inequality, deliber-
ately decided against a BIG arguing that the means-tested social assistance would enable the 
government to achieve its redistributive mandate while being fiscally responsible. The ANC 
managed to pull this through politically because proponents of the BIG within the alliance 
were unable to build a strong constituency to produce political support for the BIG. Once the 
means-tested programme is established and entrenched as part of the distribution regime, it is 
‘path dependent’, meaning a shift towards BIG reform is challenging.

Although there are ongoing BIG discussions, including rhetoric from certain members of 
the political elites, the adoption of a BIG would require larger support from influential ANC 
constituencies and individuals. The Covid-19 experience, as well as rising levels of poverty, 
inequality and unemployment, will continue to raise pertinent questions for the political settle-
ment, especially regarding the (permanent) extension of the means-tested and pro-poor social 
assistance programme to those aged between 18 and 59, who are not covered by any social 
protection schemes. It remains to be seen whether a BIG will be the answer.
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