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ABSTRACT

Racism remains a key theme of debate inside and outside the South African academy. Some
contend that the inclusion of the Black majority into liberal democracy and the growth of the
Black middle class in post-apartheid South Africa render racism insignificant for
understanding social inequality. Others converge on the view that race continues to shape
inequality in contemporary South Africa. Both perspectives suffer from important
conceptual and theoretical weaknesses. Importantly, much of the commentary on race and
class lacks an analysis of how neoliberalism shapes racism and its relationship with
capitalism in post-apartheid South Africa. This article addresses this blind spot. In the
article, based on a combination of primary and secondary documentary sources, | argue
that racial spatial inequality in post-apartheid South Africa’s urban geography epitomises
the intersection of neoliberalism and capital accumulation in the perpetuation of
historically produced racial inequalities as well as the systemic nature of racism.
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Introduction

Arguably, one of the most contentious issues in post-apartheid South African discourse is
how to translate the constitutional value of non-racialism into a practical achievement.
The key focus of the debate on non-racialism centres on the role of race in the process
of nation-building and transformation in post-apartheid South Africa. On the one side
of the debate are those who argue that the achievement of non-racialism is predicated
on the post-apartheid state doing away with the use of race in public policy and the dis-
mantlement of racial consciousness in society, and on the other, those sceptical about the
disappearance of race, while the social consequences of de jure racialisation remain unad-
dressed. These opposing positions on non-racialism signify different approaches to social
inequality in post-apartheid South Africa. Let me explain.

The dominant assumption of those critical of race is that race-based measures are not
required to address social inequality in post-apartheid South Africa. Everatt (2012, 8), for
instance, contends that ‘non-racialism must tackle the economic underpinnings of

inequality and racism...”. He treats racism as a product of economic inequality,
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echoing pre-1994 functionalist ideas on the relationship between capitalism and racism in
colonial and apartheid South Africa (Alexander 1979; Wolpe 1972). Alexander (2007, 102)
advocates for a class-based approach to Black empowerment because, in his view, class
and race are largely overlapping in post-apartheid South Africa, due to the country’s colo-
nial and apartheid history. These thoughts could be taken to mean that race has no struc-
tural properties and thus has no significance for understanding socioeconomic inequality,
even though the pace at which racial inequality is addressed in private labour markets is
generally slower compared to public labour markets (Southall 2019), and the distribution
of socioeconomic resources remains profoundly racialised. A key finding of Czajka and
Gethin’s (2025, 56) study is that while the Black! share of income has significantly
increased since 1994, Whites, despite a decline in demographic size from 9.8% in 2011
to 7.3% in 2022 (Statistics South Africa 2023), continue to enjoy the highest share of
income from factors of production. In other words, racial inequality remains embedded
in the post-apartheid South African economy.

Everatt (2012) seems to conflate non-racialism with the end of racism, which, as Gold-
berg (2004) argues, suggests that not talking about race will eventually lead to the demise
of racism. This, in part, reflects the prevailing weak understanding of racism in post-apart-
heid South Africa. Non-racialism (read racial inclusion cum race evasiveness commonly
referred to as colourblindness?) is presented as an antidote to the racial prejudices in
which apartheid was anchored (portrayed as the only case of racism in South Africa).
Taylor (2012, 45) posits a more substantive meaning of non-racialism; one that grounds
its achievement in a more equitable distribution of socioeconomic and cultural resources
that benefits the Black masses in post-apartheid South Africa. Similarly, criticisms of the
idea of the rainbow nation (often used synonymously with non-racialism) convey the
view that non-racialism is a chimera as long as the Black masses remain trapped at the
bottom of the socioeconomic ladder. Ggola (2001) suggests that rainbowism represents
an abstract liberal understanding of freedom, as it reduces freedom and liberation to
access rights, while the quality of access is not considered foundational to the rainbow
or non-racial nation. In the same vein, Ratele (2015) questions the effectiveness of
social cohesion (between the races) as a means of nation-building. He writes,

Instead of being harangued about the lack of social cohesion, black and poor people require a
well-run and corruption-free state. Contrary to lectures about the need for a united nation,
those on the margins of society can do with an efficient and reliable public transport
system and safe neighbourhoods (Ratele 2015, 51).

In response, avid supporters of non-racialism may argue that improving the lot of the
Black poor does not legitimise the continual use of race. Everatt (2012, 6), for example,
charges that race is being weaponised by ‘politico-economic heavyweights’ to advance
individual (class) interests. While there is some truth to this claim, as Turok (2015)
points out in the case of Black Economic Empowerment (BEE), it cannot be generalised
to the Black middle class as a group (see Khunou et al. (2019) for a perspective on precarity
within the South African Black middle class). Moreover, Friedman and Erasmus (2008) dis-
tinguish poverty from racial inequality. This position inadvertently lends credence to the
neoliberal race evasiveness notion of poverty that presents it as a universal class issue
(Democratic Alliance 2020), which, as Goldberg (2007) argues, proponents of neoliberal-
ism deploy to resist the use of race in government policy. Friedman’s (2019) argument
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that the demand for free education advanced by the #FeesMustFall movement will
benefit the middle-class lacks nuance, as it ignores the precarious nature of the Black
lower-middle class, exemplified by the debate about missing middle students. In addition,
Friedman (2019) does not consider the relationship between poverty and middle-class
positioning in many Black families, as denoted by the phenomenon of Black tax
(Mangoma and Wilson-Prangley 2019). | agree with Suttner (2012) that race remains a
marker of social inequality in post-apartheid South Africa, as long as racial inequality is
embedded in the socioeconomic and cultural fabric of South African society. Suttner
(2012, 24) writes,

To banish the word ‘race’ or ‘racial terms’ or allusions from our discourse, as is suggested by much
South African commentary, brings us no closer to a non-racial society and does not create equal
relationships between people ... these categories are still required for measuring social relations
over time, in particular, what progress has been made in addressing inequalities.

| contend that the debate on race and racism in post-apartheid South Africa suffers from
important conceptual and theoretical weaknesses. The treatment of racism as a legacy of
apartheid fallaciously presents apartheid as a grand narrative of racism in South Africa
unbound by historical specificities. And ideas about racism are generally rooted in the
prejudice paradigm, which reduces racism to individual perceptions and behaviour. More-
over, the tendency to privilege race (Majavu 2023; Mangcu 2016)° or class (Cloete 2014;
Rudin 2022, 2015)* as more important for understanding social inequality in contempor-
ary South Africa is a dead end. Without a structural analysis of the combined influences of
race, class, and gender, among other social categories, on inequality and inequity, our
analyses can slide into reductionism, including race reductionism, and, as such, drift
toward simplistic descriptions of social reality. As Bonilla-Silva and Baiocchi (2001)
advise, in societies historically structured by racial capitalism, race is an important com-
ponent of the structure of inequality, regardless of whether it is the most salient driver
or not. Hence, instead of pitting race against class, attention should be paid to the inter-
connections between different forms of social division, including racial division, in how
inequality and inequity are experienced on the basis that social experience cannot be
fragmented (Bannerji 2005). In addition, we need to move beyond statistical description
to exploring the specific practices and mechanisms that perpetuate racial inequality in
post-apartheid South Africa and so addressing the ‘how’ of racism in structural and sys-
temic terms (Bonilla-Silva and Lewis 2025).

Importantly, much of the existing academic commentary on race and class lacks an
analysis of how neoliberalism shapes racism and its relationship with capitalism in
post-apartheid South Africa. This article addresses this blind spot. In the article, | argue
that racial spatial inequality in post-apartheid South Africa’s urban geography epitomises
the intersection of neoliberalism and capital accumulation in the perpetuation of histori-
cally produced racial inequalities as well as the systemic nature of racism.

Adopting neoliberal racial capitalism as a framework for understanding
racial capitalism under neoliberalism

| deploy neoliberal racial capitalism as an analytical framework for a structural analysis of
the particularist nature of the relationship between racism and capitalism and, therefore,
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racial capitalism under neoliberalism. This framework moves beyond the dichotomising of
an overwhelming class versus race axes through which to analyse the Black condition in
post-apartheid South Africa, to one which highlights the ways neoliberalism increases
class inequalities while perpetuating historically produced racial inequalities.

As alluded to above, the term ‘neoliberal racial capitalism’ builds on the concept of racial
capitalism, which has emerged over the past eight or more years, especially since the race
and class rebellion in the United States of America in the aftermath of the murder of George
Floyd by police officers in 2020, as an important theoretical framework or analytical tool
used by scholars and activists to make sense of issues of inequality and injustice (Edwards
2021). In most theoretical accounts, the genesis of the concept is traced to the South
African Marxist debate of the 1970s and 1980s on the relationship between race and class
in the apartheid political economy (Kelley 2023; Levenson and Paret 2023). Much of the
South African literature on racial capitalism, however, does not go beyond the concept’s
theoretical and political significance for making sense of colonial and apartheid South
Africa. And, as indicated above, recent studies on student debt (Webb 2021), race-class
inequalities (Ashman 2022), and spatial divisions (Melgaco and Coelho 2022) in post-apart-
heid South Africa that deploy racial capitalism as an analytical tool do not consider how neo-
liberalism contributes to the perpetuation of racial inequality in present-day South Africa.

Neoliberal racial capitalism sheds light on how capital continues to extract value from
racialised and gendered surplus populations (unemployed and underemployed) in post-
legal racial regimes. It highlights how capital accumulation benefits from racial inequality
(Melamed 2015) under neoliberalism, including racial (and national) differences in labour
(Bhattacharyya 201 8).° Financialisation and privatisation, which are key features of capital
accumulation under neoliberalism (Hudson 2019a), create racialised avenues for wealth
accumulation. A good example is the South African government's BEE programme,
which has been largely dependent on credit from white-owned corporate financial insti-
tutions (Malikane 2017; Turok 2015). In addition, in the case of privatisation, wealth
accumulation profits from the neoliberal attack on the state (Goldberg 2007, 80),
powered by the race-evasive abstract liberal notion of ‘individual achievement and mer-
itocracy’ (Clarno 2017, 12).

Neoliberal racial capitalism also captures the specific ways in which neoliberalism rear-
ticulates race and racism. As Issar (2026) points out, neoliberalism individualises or priva-
tises racial inequality. As will become clear below, unemployment and racial income and
wealth inequalities, for instance, are not considered consequences of structural crises pro-
duced by the history of racial capitalism, but as cultural and technical deficiencies (e.g.
individual lack of education and skills); thus, neoliberal logic emphasises individual
agency over structural inequality (Ngwenya 2019). In addition, colourblindness or race
evasiveness, as Omi and Winant (2014) suggest, masks the ways neoliberal policy and
practice perpetuate racial inequality. Neoliberalism, with its emphasis on the individual,
also enables the appropriation of anti-racist discourse to pursue individual class interests
as exemplified by BEE, which does not eliminate racism, but, instead, ‘restructure relations
of domination’ (Clarno 2017, 13).

Moreover, in contrast to theoretical accounts of racial capitalism that treat racism as
ideology (Kundnani 2023), the article adopts the view that racism is both structural and
systemic. That is, racism refers to practices in the state and society that routinely advan-
tage members of the dominant racial group and disadvantage those from subordinate
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racial groups in the social, cultural, and economic realms. Put differently, racism is sus-
tained by practices and policies that perpetuate racial inequality. In the context of the
main argument advanced in the article, | deploy a systemic perspective on racism, as
theorised by Rose (2024). Systemic racism is markedly different from legalised racism
(e.g. apartheid) (Rose 2024, 29). This is because it operates in a way that largely
escapes mainstream awareness. Discrimination and disadvantage are not expressly
intended or openly stated but instead result from policies and practices that are see-
mingly beyond race, while perpetuating ‘negative outcomes’ for the majority of ‘Black
people’ (Rose 2024, 24). Moreover, whereas in the case of structural racism the focus is
generally on a specific area of racial inequality, systemic racism treats racial inequality
as an embedded feature of society. Thus, instead of focusing on a single manifestation
of racial inequality, a systemic analysis considers the connections between racial disad-
vantage or discrimination in different areas (e.g. urban spatiality, education, and
labour) (Rose 2024, 35). The practices through which systemic racism operates include
those that impede historical justice, and others that produce effects in which racial differ-
ence forms part of new lines of inequality (e.g. the mechanisation of labour and undocu-
mented immigrant labour). Importantly, systemic racism is not predicated on the
existence of a common racial experience (Bonilla-Silva and Lewis 2025). Specifically, in
the context of South Africa’s post-legal racial regime, not all members of the White
racial group and not all members of the three Black racial groups need to share a
common experience of racial advantage and racial disadvantage, respectively, for
racism to exist. Instead, as Rose (2024, 54) explains, what makes systemic racism systemic
is the extent to which different policies and practices work together in producing positive
effects for the dominant racial group and negatively impact subordinate racial groups.

A note on method and structure

The analysis of the main argument is based on a combination of primary and secondary
sources, including civil society reports. The primary sources were obtained from the websites
of the City of Cape Town, the Department of Justice and Constitutional Development, the
Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs, National Treasury, the Parlia-
mentary Monitoring Group, the Democratic Alliance, and the South African Institute of Race
Relations. Against this background, the remainder of the article is organised as follows: In
section two, | peer into the post-apartheid South African race and racism debate with a
view to shedding light on what | regard as key shortcomings of the debate. In section three,
| examine how the influence of neoliberalism on policy and practice within the post-apartheid
government, at local and national levels, perpetuates racial spatial inequality. | also explore
how racial spatial inequality overlaps with racial inequality in other areas of social reproduction
and the economy. In section four, | offer final remarks on the theoretical implications of racial
spatial inequality for understanding racism in post-apartheid South Africa.

Making critical sense of the debate on race and racism in post-apartheid
South Africa

Two dominant approaches to apartheid prevail in South African public discourse. First, the
tendency to present liberal democracy as the antithesis of apartheid and, by implication,
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racism. Second, the notion that apartheid lives on beyond the significant political changes
in South Africa. In terms of the first approach, the inclusion of the Black masses into citi-
zenship in 1994 marked the official end of apartheid in South Africa and, therefore, the
death knell of racism. Accordingly, the continued official use of racial categories is thus
untenable. Consider, for example, the following remarks by Webster and Mawbey
(2017, 3),

Twenty-three years beyond the demise of formal apartheid, we still continue to use four
racially defined categories as central descriptors in our statistics and seek to deal with
issues of redress using these statistics as a proxy for ‘advantaged’ and ‘disadvantaged’
because of a lack of alternative socio-economic indicators.

Cronin and Mashilo (2017, 23) express a similar view, suggesting that the fact that
South Africa’s post-1994 liberal constitution promises legal equality for all South Africans,
partly typified by the constitutional value of non-racialism, means that settler colonialism,
as an analytical framework, can no longer accurately account for social reality in the
country.

It is worth reminding that liberal democracy was historically functional to capitalism and
racism in South Africa. Kaplan (1980, 87), for instance, characterises the state in settler colo-
nial and apartheid South Africa as a ‘racially exclusive bourgeois’ democratic state. The
liberal franchise was extended to property-owning black African and Coloured males in
the British settler Cape Colony (and eventually withdrawn in apartheid South Africa)
(Jordan 2013; MacDonald 2006). At the same time, both the settler colonial and apartheid
states actively served the interests of Whites, irrespective of class differences, and were thus
white supremacist in substance (Jordan 2013; Mafeje 1981). A simplistic portrayal of liberal
democracy as the antithesis of apartheid (Kanyane 2022) strips it of history and, thus, works
to hide its racial underside. Indeed, the political significance of the contemporary iteration
of liberal democracy in post-apartheid South Africa cannot be ignored or minimised (the
extension of formal equality to everyone regardless of race); however, its contradictions
have been laid bare over the past thirty years, which are partly reflective of its historical
record (Jordan 2013). Specifically, it has been deployed both as a political instrument to
advance racial inclusion and as an ideological tool to resist legal measures aimed at
racial redress, exemplified by Solidarity’s critique of affirmative action (Hermann 2013). In
addition, as Goldberg (2004) argues, abstract liberal notions of equality couched in the
language of non-racialism allow racism to operate out of sight.

In both cases cited above, the authors seem to suggest that the demise of apartheid
and the constitutional promise of formal equality and inclusion, or what Goldberg
(2004, 226) calls “formalism’, led to a concomitant dismantling of racial hierarchy. The
latter is associated with the inclusion of Black bodies into institutions from which they
were historically excluded. Conceived in this way, the significant achievement of racial
inclusion in different social institutions since 1994 (education, politics, labour, sport,
etc.) signifies South Africa’s post-racial moment. This logic, however, falters when consid-
ering manifestations of racial conflict in post-apartheid multiracial institutions and spaces,
as exemplified by the #RhodesMustFall social movement and exposed in scholarly texts
on diversity (Ndzwayiba 2017), amongst others.

In the context of education, Hunter (2016) celebrates racial desegregation in former
white schools in the City of Durban, characterised by a movement from schools in
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townships to schools in suburban areas that were historically zones of white privilege.
Interestingly, Hunter does not consider what this says about popular perceptions of
quality education in post-apartheid South Africa, as it is fair to surmise that race
remains encoded in normative assumptions about quality education in contemporary
South Africa. Contrary to Hunter (2016), Jansen and Kriger (2020) demonstrate, in the
context of elite schools in Cape Town, how school fees perpetuate racial inequality in
these schools. This speaks to the connection between neoliberalism and racial inequality,
which | return to below. Hence, as Friedman and Erasmus (2008) argue, racial contact does
not hinder the maintenance of white advantage in social institutions, such as education,
pointing to the importance of critical structural perspectives on inclusion and diversity.

On the other side are those who argue that white privilege continues to shape socio-
economic relations and, therefore, political liberation did not defeat apartheid. Hudson
(2019b) contends that capitalism continues to extract value from the exploitation of
Black cheap labour, and the continuation of white control of the economy perpetuates
racial inequality that is reflective of South Africa’s settler colonial past. For him, this
means that capitalism in present-day South Africa maintains the ‘colonial dichotomy’
(Hudson 2019b, 169) between a privileged whiteness and an inferior Blackness. Similarly,
Mpofu-Walsh (2021) argues that the political changes did not eliminate the structures of
racial inequality produced in apartheid South Africa. For instance, the capitalist market, he
contends, is reproducing white privilege established in colonial and apartheid South
Africa. Both Hudson (2019b) and Mpofu-Walsh (2021) call the South African post-racial
narrative into question, for the conditions of inequality produced by settler colonialism
and apartheid have not been effectively addressed. In addition, while not explicitly
stated, both authors allude to the continual relevance of racial capitalism as an analytical
framework for understanding social reality in South Africa.

Hudson (2019b), however, does not focus on internal social contradictions among the
historically colonised masses, which affect how inequality, democracy, and Blackness are
experienced in post-apartheid South Africa. Black lived experience is inflected by class and
gender inequalities (Motsemme 2002). Instead of seeing, for example, gated communities
as illustrative of a new privatised form of apartheid (Mpofu-Walsh 2021), | contend that
they exemplify the new ways in which race interacts with class in the post-apartheid neo-
liberal social order. In addition, both scholars treat apartheid as a grand narrative of pri-
vilege and inequality, rather than as a particular expression of racism and racial capitalism.
A systemic view of racism, in the context of South Africa, requires analysis of the specific
mechanisms that account for the perpetuation of racial inequality in a post-legal racial
regime,, and an exploration of global patterns in how the system operates in different
countries. Consider, for example, the practice of colourblindness or race evasiveness,
which Mpofu-Walsh (2021, 19) claims is illustrative of the adaptive nature of apartheid
in South Africa. To the contrary, scholars in the field of critical racism studies point out
that colourblindness operates as the dominant ideology that maintains racism globally,
particularly in sociopolitical contexts that transitioned from a legal to a post-legal racial
regime (Bonilla-Silva 2018; Hutchison 2010; Saito 2015). Importantly, for me, the ‘post’
in post-apartheid holds political and intellectual significance for scholarship on social
inequality. It signifies an important partial political victory in the ongoing South African
struggle for decolonisation and freedom (the explicit use of the law to enact structures
of racial inequality), and, instead of treating racism as a legacy issue (Majavu 2023), it
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challenges us to unearth and make sense of the new ways racism, as a system, operates in
a changing political environment.

Furthermore, as argued elsewhere (Steyn 2023), the most common theoretical weak-
ness in scholarly commentary (Erasmus 2017; Everatt 2012; Soudien 2012; Taylor 2012)
and public conversations on racism in post-apartheid South Africa is the tendency to
reduce it to individual actions, suggesting everyone can be a racist, regardless of their
location within the power structure. As Omi (2001) points out, racism is not about
hatred or bad feelings towards members of a different racial group; instead, it is about
power. | contend that, at the current historical moment, Blacks do not possess the collec-
tive cultural and economic power to exercise racial domination over Whites in post-apart-
heid South Africa. In addition, narratives about race relations rooted in the prejudice
paradigm are incapable of explaining the underlying structural reasons why racial con-
sciousness persists after 30 years of racially inclusive liberal democracy in South Africa.

The South African Institute of Race Relations’ attitude surveys exemplify the neoliberal
rearticulation of race and racism .° As indicated above, racism is defined as a private
matter that can be gauged from individual perceptions (Cronje 2016, 5), and racial div-
isions are seen as expressions of ‘hate’ and ‘dislike’, rather than differences in power
(Cronje 2016, 7). Unemployment and crime are presented as race-neutral social problems
(Cronje 2016, 2), supposedly unaffected by racial inequalities or inequalities and inequities
in labour, education, and urban spatiality. The reduction of racism to racial prejudice, as
Goldberg (2004) explains, provides a useful cover for neoliberal and white right-wing cri-
ticisms of racial redress, as it disconnects the individual from historical injustices. As indi-
cated above, racial inequality is dressed up as a function of differences in individual
cultural and technical competencies and not as the result of historic systemic privileges
enjoyed by Whites as a group, and historic systemic oppression endured by Blacks as
members of subordinate racial groups. As a result, a fictitious dichotomy has been estab-
lished between merit and affirmative action. The questions on affirmative action in the
South African Institute of Race Relations’ 2015 attitude survey, for example, create the
impression that affirmative action is antithetical to merit, spuriously suggesting that all
beneficiaries of affirmative action lack the requisite expertise for appointments.”

Moreover, the weakness of the racial prejudice paradigm is also reflected in the notion
that racism can be criminalised (Netshitenzhe 2015, 117). The Prevention and Combating of
Hate Crimes and Hate Speech Bill of 2018 lacks a clear distinction between racial prejudice
and racism. It fallaciously defines racism as speech acts expressing ‘harm’ and ‘hate’ (Preven-
tion and Combating of Hate Crimes and Hate Speech Bill 2018, 3). While the state undoubt-
edly has an obligation to act against racial hate speech, especially considering South Africa’s
settler colonial and apartheid history, the Bill obscures the fact that racial prejudice is gen-
erally a manifestation of experiences of advantage (or fears of losing advantage) and racial
inequality (Bonilla-Silva 2015). Moreover, the lack of a clear conceptual separation could
foster a false sense of cohesion and unity. This is because, as Bonilla-Silva (2015) explains,
a reduction in racial prejudice is not synonymous with slaying the dragon of racism. In
the South African context, the elimination of racism hinges on the complete decolonisation
of society, including addressing the material manifestations of racial capitalism (e.g. racial
and gender income and wealth inequalities). Thus, as Ratele (2015) argues, achieving
genuine social cohesion and national unity requires addressing the structural forces that
perpetuate racial, class, and gender inequalities in post-apartheid South Africa.
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Finally, several scholars object to the use of race in social research (Erasmus 2017; Erwin
2012; Soudien 2012). The main argument could be summarised as follows. The continued
use of race reinforces the discredited biological conception of race, which shaped the
racialisation process in colonial and apartheid South Africa (Erasmus 2017; Erwin 2012).
In terms of the biological conception of race, phenotypical distinctions dictate racial
identification and racial meanings (Erasmus 2017). Racialisation is a cultural process in
which race is kept alive through racialised ways of thinking (racial consciousness) that
enforce phenotypical boundaries between racial groups (Erasmus 2017). It homogenises
ideas and experiences based on the corporeality of race (Erasmus 2017). Race is thus an
expression of false consciousness (Erwin 2012). It is a subjective matter that depends on
how people see themselves, thereby fostering essentialism and, thus, lacking scientific
value (Erasmus 2017; Erwin 2012; Soudien 2012). However, if race is used in social
research, the argument goes, the focus should be on how (false) racial consciousness is
perpetuated and not on describing social reality (Erwin 2012). In addition, race can
help explain the effects of class and gender stratification (Erasmus 2017). In other
words, race should not be treated as an independent analytical category in social
research.

Indeed, the biological conception of race continues to shape how members of different
racial groups navigate social relations in post-apartheid South Africa. At the same time,
evidence abounds of the continual relevance of race for understanding structural inequal-
ities and inequities in contemporary South Africa (Czajka and Gethin 2025). As Goldberg
(2004) and Kelley (2017a) argue, race is not merely an identity issue; like gender, disability,
and class, it is also a structural marker of inequality and inequity. The argument for the
end of race in social scientific inquiry runs aground in at least three ways. First, the critique
of race is anchored to the racial prejudice paradigm, which, as explained above, does not
account for the impact of racism on material conditions. As a result, as Bonilla-Silva and
Lewis (2025) observe in the context of scholarship on race in the United States of
America, because race and racism are reduced to ideology, critics suggest that racial con-
sciousness (or racial thinking) maintains racism (Erwin 2012), instead of reflecting the ways
racial inequality and inequity continue to shape Black-lived experience in contemporary
South Africa. Second, because race is treated as a wholly subjective matter (Erasmus 2017;
Erwin 2012) and not as a structural issue, it is assumed that race can disappear even when
the socioeconomic consequences of South Africa’s history of racial capitalism remain
largely unaddressed and racial inequality persists. In contrast, Goldberg (2004, 216)
contends,

Though there is a clear conceptual distinction we must make between race and racism, they
are deeply connected conceptually and politically. It may be impossible always-ever? - to
sustain the distinction historically and politically.

Seen through a structural lens, race not only shapes meaning making linked to racial iden-
tity but, in racialised societies, such as South Africa, also provides important information
about differences in social experiences and access to opportunities, partly structured by
racism (American Sociological Association 2013). Third, it is assumed that bureaucratic
usages of race are static (Erasmus 2017). In opposition to this assumption, Khalfani
et al. (2008, 33) argue, ‘if the state advances a policy against racial distinctions, the use
of racialised data becomes part of a process to end the everyday practices of racism,
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which necessitates race.’ In other words, how race is used in the state depends on the pre-
vailing political context. Race could be deployed, as is the case in post-apartheid South
Africa, as a countermeasure to address racial inequality.

Racial spatial inequality as a prism for understanding the interconnection
between race and class in the post-apartheid neoliberal social order

South Africa adopted an overarching policy to advance spatial justice in 2016, known as
the Integrated Urban Development Framework. The framework presents housing, trans-
port, and urban infrastructure as key components of a ‘coherent’ spatial development
strategy (Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs 2016, 8). It advo-
cates for the creation of ‘integrated sustainable human settlements’ that connect people
to economic activity and social services (Department of Cooperative Governance and Tra-
ditional Affairs 2016, 40), an efficient and integrated public transport system (Department
of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs 2016, 39), and urban infrastructure that
addresses social inequities and facilitates economic activity (Department of Cooperative
Governance and Traditional Affairs 2016, 40). Local authorities are legally obliged to
develop their own spatial development plans that align with the national framework
(National Treasury 2017, 8). In the context of the City of Cape Town, which arguably
has the highest level of racialised urban spatial divisions in South Africa, due to the coun-
try’s history of racial capitalism (Migozzi 2024), evidence suggests a contradiction
between the municipality’s spatial development strategy and housing delivery practices.
In terms of the city’s spatial development strategy it undertakes to

promote the development of a more spatially inclusive, integrated and vibrant Cape Town
that addresses the economic and social exclusions entrenched by the apartheid era (City
of Cape Town 2022, 43) ... [and] support the release of strategically located vacant and
underutilised land in the urban footprint for development to avoid distortions to land
markets that have made access to land and housing for lower-income households difficult
(City of Cape Town 2022, 44).

Yet less than three per cent of the city’s budget for the period 2024-2027 is allocated for
housing, and less than one per cent for spatial integration (City of Cape Town 2024, 22).

It could be argued that the contradiction between stated strategy/policy and practice
reflects a lack of political commitment towards spatial justice. It is also illustrative of the
the post-apartheid government’s neoliberal approach to social policy issues.? In colonial
and apartheid Cape Town, as in other cities in the country (Melgaco and Coelho 2022),
urban planning and the housing market enacted a structure of racial inequality manifested
in the demarcation of exclusively White, black African and Coloured neighbourhoods. The
cultural and economic value associated with housing in White neighbourhoods was higher
than in Coloured and black African neighbourhoods (Migozzi 2024). In post-apartheid South
Africa, property prices in what Ndlovu (2020, 568) calls ‘historically inferior zones’ (town-
ships and Bantustan homelands) remain generally lower than those in suburban residential
areas (Simson and Mahmoudzadeh 2024). In addition, black African townships were histori-
cally marked by high levels of informality, due to the white supremacist state’s lack of
investment in housing in townships (Cleminshaw 1985).

The spatial location of the Black working class on the city’s periphery (Cook 1986) pre-
served white privilege within urban space. In addition, it reduced the economic value of
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Black labour, as white capitalists could extract cheap labour from the townships and Ban-
tustan homelands. It also increased the cost of socially reproducing Black labour power,
due to the lack of investment in public infrastructure in townships (Coovadia et al. 2009),
leaving Black, particularly black African, workers having to travel long distances to work
without affordable and efficient public transport options. Khayelitsha, for example, as
shown in the following map, is approximately 35 km away from the city proper (Business
Trust and DPLG 2007), compared to Langa at 13 km, Gugulethu at 18 km, and Nyanga and
Crossroads at 20 km. It thus lies a considerable distance from the city centre and places of
work, on the far southeast side of the city.
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Source: City Maps, Strategic Development Information and GIS (2014)

In post-apartheid South Africa, neoliberal fiscal austerity undermines the government’s
investment in public transport infrastructure (Hlatshwayo 2022) and, therefore, works to
maintain townships and informal settlements, as Magubane (2000) points out, as material
manifestations of racial capitalist exploitation.

Moreover, while there has been a decline in the number of households living in infor-
mal housing in Cape Town between 2011 and 2022 (City of Cape Town 2023a ), deep into
post-apartheid South Africa, most poor black Africans and Coloureds continue to live in
precarious conditions far from the city centre (Ndifuna Ukwazi 2021, 7), which, as indicated
above, was historically a property of whiteness.’ In addition, most black Africans, in particu-
lar, in the lower middle class, earning less than R20 000 per month (Libera 2025), are unable
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to acquire rental apartments in suburban residential areas close to the city centre (Ndifuna
Ukwazi 2024). This is evidenced by the distribution of property ownership in the of Cape
Town. For instance, in 2023, a larger proportion of Whites (69.6%), Indians (64.9%) and Col-
oureds (62.4%) owned property in Cape Town (City of Cape Town 2023b , 5), despite con-
stituting 16.2%, 1.6% and 35% of the city’s population (City of Cape Town 2023b, 3),
respectively, whereas only 33.1% of black Africans owned property.'® Yet black Africans
accounted for 45.7% of the city’s population (City of Cape Town 2023b, 3). Black African
property ownership in the city remains concentrated in black African townships (Migozzi
2024, 542 and 543). Furthermore, the city undertakes to

support the release of strategically located vacant and underutilised land in the urban foot-
print for development to avoid distortions to land markets that have made access to land and
housing for lower-income households difficult (City of Cape Town 2022, 44).

However, the city has been accused of failing ‘to regulate land and property markets'’
(Ndifuna Ukwazi 2021, 4), which, if true, implies that, despite its policy commitment to
addressing racial spatial inequality, it is subordinating the decolonisation of public
space in Cape Town to the market. And since property or housing markets are generally
biased toward upper-middleclass consumers (Migozzi 2024), which remain predomi-
nantly White in the context of post-apartheid South Africa, the role of the market in
urban spatial development is likely to reproduce racial and class inequalities in space
(Melgaco and Coelho 2022). Investment in public infrastructure and social services in resi-
dential areas built on cheap land far from the centres of economic activity tends to be
lower (Turok 2018), and, therefore, more likely to perpetuate racial income and wealth
inequalities as well as racial inequities in education, policing (Groundup 2018), and
health. In the case of policing, a Groundup (2018) investigation reveals stark racial
inequalities in the distribution of police personnel in Cape Town. For instance, it found
a higher presence of police in Camps Bay - a predominantly White middle-class suburb
— (887 police per 100 000 people) compared to Nyanga - a black African township -
(161 police per 100 000 people), which accounts for high levels of crime in the city
(Groundup 2018). In terms of its policy on crime prevention, the Democratic Alliance,
which is the dominant political party in the City of Cape Town, undertakes

[To] ensure that crime does not occur or recur [and to] create and maintain robust law enfor-
cement institutions capable of ensuring that people are held responsible for the crimes they
commit and are given opportunities to become law- abiding members of society (Democratic
Alliance n.d.).

The above-mentioned figures, however, cast aspersions on the municipality’s commit-

ment to crime prevention in black African townships. Regarding education, Machebele

and Weir-Smith (2025, 257) found a positive relationship between high unemployment

and low educational attainment in Khayelitsha and Phillipi predominantly black African

townships in Cape Town. In addition, as Ned (2018) argues, spatial precarity can lead to

higher rates of morbidity and mortality among members of subordinate racial groups.
Ndifuna Ukwazi (2021, 5) writes,

... most government subsidised housing (in Cape Town) has been developed in peripheral
areas where land is usually cheaper. This failure to recognise the importance of where
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affordable houses are built has created ‘poverty traps’ on the outskirts of the city, far from job
opportunities, social amenities,'’ and decent, reliable transport.

Similarly, McDonald (2008, 137) argues that poor communities in black African and
Coloured townships have experienced lower levels of investment in infrastructure devel-
opment and a lower quality of service provision than residents in the city’s predominantly
White upper- middle class ‘residential areas’. Miraftab (2004) observes that, in the early
2000s, the city used private companies and community schemes to deliver waste collec-
tion services in townships and informal settlements at lower cost, involving casual labour
performed mainly by poor black African and Coloured women. This allowed the city to
direct resources to service delivery in more affluent, predominantly White residential
areas. As Pulido (2016, 9) argues, the tendency within neoliberal governments to out-
source social services to private entities, turning issues of social policy into commodities,
resonates with a capitalist approach to economic growth that has little regard for the
value of racialised and gendered surplus populations whose social needs are not ‘compa-
tible” with this approach.

The evidence presented above suggests that racialised urban spatial divisions overlap
with racial income and wealth inequalities, and racial disparities in the quality and quan-
tity of social service provisioning. It means that neoliberal calculations in our institutiona-
lised politics, at the level of local authorities, are inimical to the transformation of South
Africa’s racialised urban geography in ways that are responsive to the capabilities and
needs of the Black poor and working-class masses. Instead, the involvement of the
market in the political project of socioeconomic transformation characteristic of neoliber-
alism, as the above evidence suggests, has contributed to the reproduction of racial
inequalities engendered by racial capitalism in colonial and apartheid South Africa.

Commenting on the national context, a panel of experts commissioned to assess the
effectiveness of post-apartheid legislation observes,

RDP housing entrenches spatial inequality because it is built on cheap land on the margins of
cities. This locks people into poverty (High Level Panel 2017, 447) .... (spatial inequality)
reinforces inequality, poverty, and high rates of unemployment.'? The poor areas tend to
have fewer public services compared to urban centres (High Level Panel 2017, 448).

In addition, the post-apartheid government’s neoliberal model of land reformperpetuates
racial spatial inequality. The panel, for example, observes that government policy on land
redistribution deviates from the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP),
which promised that land would be redistributed to poor communities and workers,
among others. Instead, in the Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development policy,
‘the pro-poor bias of land redistribution’ was removed, and the development of ‘a class
of black commercial farmers’ was made a key aim of land redistribution (High Level
Panel 2017, 208). The policy clearly privileges elite interests over socioeconomic trans-
formation and, therefore, likely hinders the achievement of the post-apartheid govern-
ment’s goal of ‘spatial integration and spatial justice’ (Parliamentary Monitoring Group
2023). For instance, the Department of Human Settlements has accused developers of
impeding the implementation of its national spatial development strategy (Parliamentary
Monitoring Group 2023), pointing to the contradiction between the government’s com-
mitment to historic justice and its neoliberal approach to land and urban development.
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Yet, while the government seems concerned about the practices of market actors,
housing policy, such as the inclusionary housing policy, which is designed to address
the housing needs of low-income households, vests power in developers to regulate
entry into affordable housing markets (Ndifuna Ukwazi 2024). Importantly, the policy is
written in race-evasive language (Ndifuna Ukwazi 2024), even though, as indicated
above, property ownership was a key marker of racial inequality (Migozzi 2024) and,
therefore, racism in colonial and apartheid South Africa. It reflects the influence of colour-
blindness on policy making and its collision with neoliberalism in post-apartheid South
Africa. Elsewhere, for instance, | highlight that supporters of neoliberalism (Democratic
Alliance 2020) are advocating for a class-based approach to transformation in post-apart-
heid South Africa instead of the use of race-based measures (Steyn 2023). The race-
evasive language of the above-mentioned housing policy falsely suggests that post-apart-
heid land and property markets are race-neutral structures that are supposedly capable of
resolving spatial inequality without using race as a measure of inequality.

Migozzi's (2024) analysis of urban housing markets in post-apartheid South Africa, with
a specific focus on Cape Town, highlights that the reliance on credit data, partly based on
racialized debt (an aspect of financialization and a consequence of racial income and
wealth inequalities), by estate agents to make decisions about the worthiness of tenant
applicants perpetuates racial spatial and wealth inequalities. He writes,

The use of credit scoring to make tenancy decisions ... renews mechanisms of segregation. In
the context of racialised precariousness, indebtedness and housing equity, the pool of home-
seekers of colour capable to desegregate by renting or buying in the formerly White-only
neighbourhoods or in the post-apartheid areas built by private developers remains demo-
graphically thin (Migozzi 2024, 547).

The seemingly non-racial practices of housing market actors (e.g. real estate agents, land-
lords, developers and sellers) may thus reinforce racial spatial inequalities historically pro-
duced by racial capitalism.

Significantly, Moonsamy's (2018) personal testimony of Cape Town’s housing market, if
true, suggests that the perpetuation of racial spatial inequality in the city’s housing
market is not merely a consequence of ill-conceived policy and practice; instead, it is
partly reflective of the deliberate deployment of race by some White real estate agents
to reinforce the racially unequal status quo in suburban residential areas. He observes,

Many people are being locked out of the market by excessive prices, the nightmare of dealing
with agents, and discrimination. One factor that comes into play is that many previously
white-only areas are still dominated by Whites ... White agents have a firm hold on the prop-
erty market in certain areas. They have the power to prevent non-whites from accessing
housing in these neighborhoods ... It's something which is very hard to prove, of course
... (Moonsamy 2018).

The main argument here is that the influence of neoliberalism on policy and practice
within the post-apartheid government, at national and local levels, is antithetical to the
complete decolonisation and transformation of South African society, which cannot be
achieved without genuinely addressing racial, class and gender inequalities in urban
space and other overlapping aspects of inequality. Moreover, the persistence of racial
spatial inequality evidently demonstrates the continuing relevance of race as an analytical
category and measure of social equality and equity in post-apartheid South Africa.
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However, as indicated above, in a society that struggles to rid itself of the pre-1994
ravages of racial capitalism, class reductionism and race reductionism are both reflective
of weak theory. | sought to show how neoliberal politics (e.g. fiscal austerity) and a
market-based approach to urban planning and development, while increasing class div-
isions, perpetuate historically produced racial inequalities in areas of social reproduction
(e.g. health and education) and the economy. The township in the post-apartheid city
embodies both intra-racial class inequality, evidenced by the presence of a mainly precar-
ious lower-middle class unable to relocate to the suburbs (Bezuidenhout and Buhlungu
2015; Migozzi 2024), and the persistence of racial inequality (Melgaco and Coelho
2022). Continued racial spatial inequality in post-apartheid South Africa’s urban geogra-
phy thus connects the history of racial capitalism with its current neoliberal iteration.

Conclusion

Racial spatial inequality in the post-apartheid South African city reveals the systemic
nature of racism. Racial inequality in urban space has a concomitant effect on social
inequality in different areas of social reproduction and the productive labour economy,
and wealth, underscoring the societal embeddedness of racial inequality. Indeed, urban
spatial divisions are also inflected by race and gender, meaning that racial inequality
cannot be understood in isolation from class and gender. In addition, the analysis of
urban planning and development in the article sheds light on the collusion between neo-
liberalism and colourblindness in government; that is, it highlights how seemingly non-
racial practices and policies can work to reproduce racial inequality in different areas.

Moreover, as the article attempted to show through the prism of racial spatial inequal-
ity, the institutionalisation of neoliberalism in our public and private spheres'® means that
racial inequality cannot be fully understood outside the workings of neoliberal racial
capitalism, which, as indicated above, refers to how neoliberalism powers capital accumu-
lation in ways that simultaneously increase class divisions and perpetuate historically pro-
duced racial inequalities. The precarious experiences of migrant workers in farming, retail
and hospitality, and e-hailing are another example of the relationship between neoliber-
alism, capital accumulation and racial inequality. For instance, Torkelson’s (2021) analysis
of Coloured and black African seasonal farm workers’ experiences of indebtedness in the
wine industry, linked to the privatisation of social grant payments until 2018, shows how
business can extract value from racial income inequality. Importantlythe relationship
between racism and neoliberal capitalism is inflected by national differences in post-
apartheid South Africa. Migrant workers, especially undocumented workers, form part
of the Black cheap labour force, and therefore, nationality cannot be excluded from con-
versations about neoliberal racial capitalism.

Their conditions in labour-intensive industries, such as farming (Mathekga 2015) and
security (Clarno 2017), mimic those of black African cheap labourers in colonial and apart-
heid South Africa, which is not to say that the circumstances of the latter are necessarily
better in post-apartheid South Africa. However, in the context of a legal labour regime
designed to protect the rights and dignity of all workers, irrespective of race and
gender, the phenomenon of undocumented migrant labour is important for what it
says about the specific ways capital accumulates through exploitation in the post-apart-
heid neoliberal social order. It draws attention to the overlap between race and
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nationality in the exploitation of surplus labour as well as the intersection between capi-
talist exploitation and gender discrimination.'® Capital accumulation in contemporary
South Africa benefits from the precarious legal status of undocumented migrant
workers, connecting the past and present of racial capitalism, for the super-exploitation
of black African migrant labourers on mines and farms in colonial and apartheid South
Africa was partly enabled by the fact that they were excluded from citizenship. The experi-
ence of undocumented migrant workers is also reflective of the way neoliberal racial
capitalism operates globally, for, as Clarno (2017) and Melamed (2015) highlight, racia-
lised surplus populations, including undocumented migrants, are a key driver of capital
accumulation under neoliberalism. Edwards (2021, 1), for instance, observes,

In the midst of this global pandemic (COVID-19), hundreds of thousands of Jamaicans, Puerto
Ricans, Mexicans, South Africans, and other people from colonized and formerly colonized
countries in the global periphery are laboring on farms across North America and Europe
to keep food on the grocery shelves. Long before COVID-19, they were forced to live in unsa-
nitary, overcrowded, and unsafe conditions.

Edwards’ observations regarding the experiences of migrant workers from the Global
South on farms in Europe and North America point to the racialised nature of migrant
cheap labour globally and suggest that the precarious conditions in which these
workers live are integrally connected to their exploitation in the process of capital
accumulation.

Notes

1. Black is capitalised in accordance with the official usage of Blackness in post-apartheid South
Africa, including all three subordinate racial groups (black Africans, Coloureds, and Indians)
that were casualties of colonialism and racial capitalism in South Africa.

2. While | use the term ‘colour-blind racism’ in Steyn (2023) as developed by Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva in Racism without Racists, | am wary that the use of ‘colour’ may perpetuate the discre-
dited biologistic perspective of race.

3. In his criticism of the University of Cape Town's decision to replace race with class in its admis-
sion policy, Mangcu (2016) erects a fictitious dichotomy between racial and class inequalities
and erroneously suggests that racial inclusion is synonymous with racial transformation. And,
while correctly exposing the functionalist logic of race in some Marxist accounts of the his-
torical relationship between racism and capitalism in South Africa, suggesting that racial div-
ision is a product of capitalism, Majavu’s (2023) perspective on race and class in post-
apartheid South Africa does not consider the impact of neoliberalism on race relations and
Black-lived experience.

4. Rudin’s (2015) criticism of the #RhodesMustFall movement falsely accuses the movement of
race reductionism. Yet, among its demands, the movement called for an end to the exploita-
tion of Black workers and the insourcing of workers, both of which are linked to class struggle
(UCT Rhodes Must Fall n.d.). Cloete (2014) mistakenly assumes that the growth of the Black
middle class means racism has been resolved.

5. Contrary to labour exploitation in industrial capitalism, it explains how racialized debt func-
tions as a key source of value extraction under neoliberalism.

6. For a detailed critique of the Institute’s attitude surveys on race relations in post-apartheid
South Africa, see Msimang (2022), and for a critique of the efficacy of attitude surveys on
race in general, see Friedman and Erasmus (2008).

7. The Institute’s 2015 attitude survey referred to above is not only anchored in a weak theory of
racism, promoting a misleading assumption about racial progress in post-apartheid South
Africa; it is also a poignant illustration of how race evasiveness or colour-blind racism aids
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in creating a veneer of objectivity by concealing the researcher’s or (in this case) the research
entity’s views on racial matters. The question regarding appointments, for example, is framed in
abstract liberal terms that make meritocracy seem like a reasonable expectation, while hiring
practices are fallaciously portrayed as a race-neutral process (see Martin and Durrheim (2006)
for a perspective on racial discrimination in hiring practices in post-apartheid South Africa).
The following statement in the survey also exemplifies the ideological power of race evasive-
ness: ‘All this talk of racism and colonialism is an attempt by politicians to find excuses for their
failures’ (Cronje 2016, 6). The race-evasive framing of this statement creates the impression that
it applies to all politicians regardless of racial positioning. It is fair to surmise that responses to
this statement would have been different had race been specified.

ESKOM's (a state-owned enterprise/company that is responsible for the production and dis-
tribution of electricity) policy of load reduction exemplifies howthe post-apartheid govern-
ment’s neoliberal approach to social policy issues perpetuates racial and class inequalities
at a national level. The policy disproportionately affects Black working-class communities
in townships and informal settlements and undermines their access to electricity (Magott
et al. 2022). Similarly, the government’s neoliberal approach to higher education financing
perpetuates racial and class inequities in student enrolment and participation in public uni-
versities (Gqubule 2021) and undermines the development of critical citizenry (Mbembe
2016). public universities (Gqubule 2021).

. | borrow the term from Harris’s (1993) seminal text ‘Whiteness as Property’. Whiteness, Harris

(1993, 1734) explains, was not merely an identity issue in de jure racial regimes, but also a
resource that Whites could deploy to satisfy their material needs, and to exercise institutional
power.

The figures include fully paid properties and those not yet fully paid.

In July 2026, the Public Protector South Africa published the findings of an investigation into
the provision of social services in parts of Khayelitsha and Langa. The findings criticise the City
of Cape Town for failing to provide adequate basic social services in these two black African
townships (Public Protector South Africa 2026).

Torkelson’s (2021) analysis of the financialization of social grants, based on the experiences of
women who live and work on farms in the Western Cape, is instructive for what it reveals about
the intersection of spatial precarity and racialized-gendered socioeconomic precariousness.
Resistance within the middle class against social housing projects near the city centre (Parlia-
mentary Monitoring Group 2023) is a good example of how neoliberalism operates at the
individual level. It reflects the cultural effects of neoliberalism on the individual psyche. In
this regard, Kelley (2017b) remarks, ... neo-liberalism forces individuals to take individual
responsibility, so that he or she is no longer a drain on society ... it encourages individualism,
which translates into not taking help from anyone, and actually not helping anyone. Social
solidarity is a weight on society and so must be replaced with entrepreneurs.

Mathekga (2015, 8), for example, indicates that migrant female farm workers are employed as
casual workers during specific times of the year. It means they have fewer opportunities to
earn income and would earn less than male workers.
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