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Abstract

More than half of all South Africans are living in poverty. For many households, a social assistance grant is the only source of income. However, around half of all poor South Africans live in households that do not receive social grants. 
 A basic income grant has been proposed to address the large gaps in the social security net and the widespread income inequality. In this paper I am concerned with how social grants are used in everyday life. How is it that a grant, awarded to an individual, becomes something around which many people organize, build lives, and relationships? How do large kin networks survive on the income of one social grant? Drawing on interviews that I conducted with recipients of social grants, I illustrate how social grants are mediated by social relations, historical dynamics, and material conditions. This exploration of how social grants circulate through relations on the ground exposes the contradictory categories that targeted social grants create. The way grants are socially mediated supports and complicates the case for a basic income grant in South Africa and for similar policies elsewhere. 

Introduction

Today, approaching a decade since transition to formal democracy, more than half of all South Africans are still living in poverty. For many households, a social grant is the only source of income. Each month more than 4 million individuals collect old-age, disability, child support, foster care, or other grants.
 However, around half of all poor South Africans live in households that do not receive social grants. 
 Although the social grant system is redistributive and narrows the poverty gap by 23 percent (Taylor 2002: 306), it offers no direct assistance to healthy adults of working age. A coalition of twenty-five NGOs is proposing a universal basic income grant (BIG) to address the large gaps in the social security net and the high levels of income inequality. A government-commissioned report, known as the Taylor report, has recently recommended the introduction of a BIG.
 The politics surrounding the proposed basic income grant, the cost of financing the grant, and the implementation of the basic income grant will not be discussed here. My concern here is with how social grants are used in everyday life. 

How is it that a grant, awarded to an individual, becomes something around which many people organize, build lives, and relationships? How do large kin networks survive on the income of one social grant? To begin exploring these questions I consider what social grant recipients explained to me about their lives and social grants. I argue that social grants are mediated by social relations, historical dynamics, and material conditions. First I will discuss to whom grants are awarded. After illustrating by whom social grants are actually used, I show through examples how grants are used in everyday life. The social processes that mediate how grants are used and the realities of unemployment raise questions about how eligibility for social assistance is determined. 

Are social grants that are targeted to particular groups of people—such as pensioners, the disabled, and children whose parents cannot support them—an appropriate way to support a much larger indigent population and to realize the constitutional right to social security?
 There is no doubt that some citizens require state assistance because of their medical condition or old age. What, however, are the implications of the fact that large numbers of individuals depend on the social grant of a relative who is deemed unfit to work?  I wish to make clear the vital importance of social assistance for the grant winners whom I interviewed, their extended families, and many of their grant receiving compatriots. Also—and this is a point that grant winners I met requested that I convey—I hope to make it clear that social grants alone are inadequate to address poverty, inequality, the legacy of the past. Finally, I will suggest that the contradictory categories that are created by targeted social grants have implications for a BIG in South Africa and for similar policies elsewhere. 

First a few words about my own contact with social grants, which began while I interned at the Legal Resources Centre in Pretoria (summer 2002). The LRC, a public interest law clinic, regularly challenges local and provincial governments in court for denying or suspending the social grants of poor and legally entitled clients
. One of my tasks was to research why so many eligible individuals do not receive social grants. I interviewed welfare officials and social workers in district welfare offices across one of South Africa’s poorest provinces, the North West. At legal advice centers, I also met with people whose grants had been unlawfully stopped or suspended. In August 2002 I attended the World Summit on Sustainable Development, which is where I first learnt of the campaign for a Basic Income Grant. In January 2003 I returned to South Africa to talk with recipients of social grants and activists involved with the BIG campaign. 

I. Social Grants as Awarded to Individuals

I begin with a brief description of the grant application process in order to show that grants are awarded to individuals. As mentioned above, grant types include: old-age, disability, child support, and foster child grants.
  All grant seekers must appear before a welfare officer to apply for social assistance. This requires travel to the nearest welfare office-which, in rural areas, may take a half day’s journey.
 During a screening interview an official applies the potential grant winner’s household income and assets to a means test.
 A grant seeker fills out an application form, with the assistance of a welfare officer if he/she is unable to read, and a fingerprint is taken. Various documents must be shown, including a state ID, proof of residency, and proof of assets. An applicant must also fit into a category of citizens considered unable to work, such as the elderly or the disabled. 

Welfare officers explained to me that the broader social circumstances of an applicant for a disability grant are taken into account. After obtaining a medical report from a physician, an applicant appears before a disability panel. The panel is designed to assess the social circumstances of an applicant and is staffed by officials, social workers, and usually a community representative.
 In practice, the fact that most people are unable to find employment because there are no jobs factors into the granting process only marginally, if at all. Social circumstances are relevant only if they impede a person from finding work.

In the case of child support grants, foster care grants, and other care-dependency grants, a particular relationship between two people must be established. Entitlement to a support grant is based, in addition to financial need, on a relation between the “primary care-giver” and a dependent. According to the regulations of the 1992 Social Assistance Act, the relation of “primary care-giver” to a dependent is established through documentation which proves that no other assistance or maintenance is received or being paid to support the child or other individual in question. 

Care grants thus indirectly support a child or sick person by providing the “primary care giver” with a small monthly sum. These grants are indeed a step towards acknowledging non-remunerative forms of work. However, the award hinges on a rigidly defined notion of “primary care giver” which collapses the complexity of social relations, especially among people with little or no income.  I will return to this point when I discuss the social mediations of grants. 

II. Social Grants As Shared by Many

Social grants are awarded to individuals, but most often are shared among extended kin. Research on social development and income security in South Africa and elsewhere points out that grant income, like remittances, is pooled with other (if any) household resources (Taylor 303-307; Haarmann 2000: 5.2: Samson et al 2002: 14; Midgley 1984: 198,199; van Ginneken 1999: 27). These accounts all suggest, in different contexts and to varying degrees, that social assistance awarded to individuals is a cost-effective technique for improving the living standards of entire households and communities. Microsimulation models used to assess the impact of social assistance grants on poverty in South Africa rely on the household as the unit of analysis.
 In other words, calculations that attempt to capture how grants reduce income poverty assume that a single social grant is usually “pooled” and shared among members of a “household” even if social grants are not distributed equally within a “household.”

Let me describe how Ramakeele,  a pensioner, supports eight people with her social grant.
 Her situation is similar to those of many other grant recipients whom I encountered at rural advice centers, NGO offices, and welfare offices. For most grant winners and their kin, social grant money is the primary, and often only, source of income. For most, wage earning work is a hopeless prospect, especially in rural areas where, as several pension officers emphasized to me, unemployment is more than 70 percent. A few younger women, who might have been able to obtain jobs as domestic workers, did not have sufficient savings to cover the childcare and transport costs for a job search, which could easily consume days or even weeks. 

Ramakeele was employed as a domestic worker for twenty-four years until her employers passed away. Although she receives a R 620 old-age pension each month, she often doesn’t have enough to eat. Eight people depend on her social grant, including several of her own adult children and four grandchildren. They live in a two-room house, which Remakeele inherited from her mother. Although she was given the title to the deed last year, she explained that she is still being charged monthly rent and receives threatening letters from lawyers if she fails to pay. Ramakeele’s daughter occasionally works at a local shebeen, or neighborhood bar, but her contributions to the household income are small and irregular. The old-age grant is the only regular source of income for all eight people. In addition to food, each month the grant pays for rent, water, and refuse services (R 200); transportation costs to the pay point and to a medical clinic (R 10-20); burial society dues (R 80- R 100), and hospital visits (R 10). Ramakeele told me that when money is available, she buys a pre-paid card to feed the electricity meter, which operates only on pre-pay. The household spends about R 80 – R 100 each month. When the card runs out, they use candles. Annual school fees (R 100-150) and the cost of uniforms for three children are also paid using Ramakeele’s grant income. Although it is “never enough” and is usually spent within two weeks, Ramakeele seemed confident that she would be able to purchase the full uniform that the children need to attend school.
 

I asked Ramakeele if there were any charities or programs that offer social support or food. She was not aware of any, but mentioned a school nutrition program that provides learners—as students are called in South Africa—with two slices of bread and sometimes peanut butter and milk, or soup in winter. However, the program is largely inadequate and would not keep a child from starving. Ramakeele explained that “in the beginning and end of the school term there usually isn’t any food provided.” Moreover, the program operates only in primary schools and the two older learners are in secondary school. One of her grandchildren does get lunch through the scheme, but she told me “it doesn’t help very much because […] they also don’t provide food during holiday.” With the exception of the sandwiches that one of her grandchildren receives during school terms, all of the household’s food is purchased using the social grant that was awarded to Ramakeele on the basis of her old-age and poverty. Many South Africans, like those who live with Ramakeele, depend on the social grant of a relative to survive and even to avoid starvation.
 

III. Mediated Circulations of Grants

Now that it is quite clear that one grant does indeed support many people, I turn to a discussion of how social grants are mediated by their receiving communities. I argue that the ways social grants are spent, shared, and exchanged within and between households—sometimes benefiting some individuals more than others, individuals who may or may not be the targeted recipients—is best thought of as a process. Both Tembisa, whom I will describe shortly, and Ramakeele raise children who receive little or no support from their biological parents. How do Tembisa and Ramakeele, like many other grant winners, manage their grant incomes? How do the social uses of these grants both reflect and reconfigure the severely impoverished, yet dynamic, lived-in worlds of grant beneficiaries? But first, how do social grants outlive their cash lives? 

As they are spent, lent, and exchanged social grants circulate through relationships. In so doing, they outlive their lives as cash. Grants enliven reciprocal relations among kin, within communities, and between citizens and the state; they produce possibilities for social and economic growth, through education and economic ventures; and they can ease tensions and create other tensions. The polyvalent significance of social grants is embedded within these social processes of exchange, which cash value does not capture. 

Propelled by the historical and social dynamics acting upon them, grants create reciprocal social relations. For instance, Ramakeele supports eight people and sends three children to school with her pension income. In exchange for the financial support, Ramakeele’s kin may provide care for the elderly woman. And the children she pays to send to school may one day contribute to the household when (or rather, if) they gain employment. Of course, Ramakeele’s income may become a source of contention. But that, too, is part of a social process. 

Social grants can create exchanges that are far from amicable, as when beneficiaries become “prime targets of bitter jealousy and allegations of avarice” (Comaroff 1999: 18). Public hearings on the abuse of senior citizens held in 2000 suggest that elderly people are often victimized. Impoverished senior citizens gave accounts of children who financially abused older people and even of an “85-year-old woman raped by her grandson after she refused to hand over her pension money” (Taitz 2000). Pensioners are also known to be bullied and harassed by “unregistered burial societies,” loan sharks, and hawkers while they wait to collect their social grants at pay points (Mothers 2001). A welfare officer in a rural district told me that abuse of seniors at pay points made it necessary to encourage younger recipients to begin collecting their social grants at post offices in town. Reciprocal exchanges can also take place even before a social grant is paid out. For instance, some grant recipients whom I met would borrow money from kin or neighbors to pay their children’s school fees, while they awaited pay day—which was pushed to the end of the month “because officials were on holidays.” But what about existing relationships that may have made these loans possible in the first place? The social exchanges that take place around social grants cannot be understood without exploring the historical and social dynamics that underwrite how they are used and circulate with in social networks.

IV. Historical Dynamics of Social Grant Circulation

The life and tribulations of grant winners, their kin, and of non-recipients are intrinsically tied to histories of colonialism and apartheid in South Africa. Both created endemic poverty. Apartheid policies played a particular role in structuring poverty and inequality along racial lines. A full account of how poverty was produced would require the kind of historical depth that is beyond my scope here. One point is particularly relevant here. Colonialism and apartheid policies created severe poverty, but black South Africans actively resisted, subverted, and internalized the dynamics of these systems (Comaroff 1985). As Julian May suggests, these internalized dynamics, “continue to reproduce poverty and perpetuate inequality” (1998: 2).

Domestic arrangements common today, the ways that social grants are distributed within a “household,” and the very conception of the “household” itself, emerge out of histories of colonialism and apartheid. Pre-colonial African societies, social relations, gender dynamics, conceptions of “personhood,” and ideas of work and labor, were profoundly changed and redefined through encounters with colonialism and later apartheid (Comaroff 1992). Germaine to the question of how beneficiaries use their social grants are the social and historical processes through which social arrangements responded to restrictive and exploitative policies. Women and children were particularly marginalized in this process. Migrant labor introduced new patriarchal power dynamics by altering the domains in which women tended to have control in pre-colonial times (Badem et al 1998:15). Male laborers were not paid enough to support their wives and children, who consequently became dependent on subsistence farming and other small income-generating activities like beer brewing. Apartheid legislation exacerbated the situation by preventing women and children from joining men in cities, while ensuring that male laborers fluctuated between “native reserves” and urban areas (Smith 1992: 2, 40).  


Now let me introduce Tembisa. Like many other grant winners, Tembisa lives with extended kin and raises children who are not her own. Her grandson qualifies her for a R 130 child support grant, but the social grant supports the six people who live with her in a “tin room” they rent. The household receives no other social grant—the other young people are too old to receive child support grants, which are awarded only to children under the age of seven. Grant money is the only source of regular income. Although the grandson who qualifies her for assistance is too young to attend school, Tembisa’s grant pays the school fees of two children, one whom is twenty-one. 


When I asked why the twenty-one year old was still in school, she told me that, as is the case of many other young people with no job prospects, it gives him “something to do.” Often children and young adults like those whom Tembisa supports live with adults, or even other youth, who are not their biological parents. Indeed, many young people have contact with parents, infrequently, if at all. According to one study, roughly 40 percent of children live with both of their parents on a regular basis (Taylor 2002: 303).
 Other grant winners whom I met support the children of deceased kin or those of friends. One pensioner explained to me that she supports six orphans in addition to eight of her families members with her pension. Extended households that depend on social grant income are indeed common and not surprising given historical circumstances, high unemployment rates, as well as the prevalence of HIV/AIDS in South Africa
 

IV. Shifting Social Ties, Bounded Categories, and Circulating Grants


Although poor households tend to be large, their dynamics and composition is by no means static. Support networks are not limited to within the household and the composition of household units themselves may fluctuate. Many people, like Tembisa, rely on extended kin or other networks. She explained that she sometimes goes to extended family for help and food. Her kin, however, live far away and she first has to find money for transport.  Tembisa explained that although her daughter (the mother of the grandchild on whose behalf she receives the grant) has abandoned her son, she returns occasionally. Tembisa was awarded a child support grant because she was able to prove that she is the primary care-giver of her grandson. The point here is that neither Tembisa’s household nor her extended support network is static. Her relations with those whom she supports, and those to whom turns for help fluctuate and depend upon both outside and external circumstances.


This “fluid” character of households is described in the 1996 report of the government commissioned Lund Committee on Child and Family Support: “Household boundaries are fluid, as kin come and go to seek work or care for children. Children are moved about too, because a school is nearer, or in response to a crisis in the household” (Lund Report cited in Taylor 2002: 318). Recognizing the fluidity of households, the Lund committee recommended “the introduction of a flat-rate child benefit” that would “follow the child” (Lund 1996; Taylor 2002: 315). Following some of Lund’s recommendations, a child support grant was implemented in 1998 that is designed to “follow the child.” The grant is awarded to the “primary care-giver” of poor children under the age of seven. In addition to proving status as his/her the child’s “primary care-giver,” the applicant must pass a means test.
  

Tembisa’s explanation of how she supports six dependents on the income of one child support grant casts the concept of “follow the child” into perspective. The fact that the grant is awarded on behalf of the youngest child has little bearing on how it is spent or distributed within the household. Since the grant is used to pay school fees for two older children it may even be spent in greater proportion on the older children than on the child whom the grant is intended to “follow.” Tembisa’s situation echoes that of many other households, which a community advocate describes as follows: “where children in poor households are entitled to a CSG and adult members receive no social assistance, the CSG grant is actually spread amongst the household members […] This means that the actual direct benefits to the targeted children are well below the amount of the CSG” (Tregenna 2001: 16). 

The fact that multiple people survive on a shared social grant is not the only way in which targeting techniques are undermined. Social and historical dynamics can even prevent “eligible” primary care givers from applying for a grant for their child. Only about 20 percent of eligible “primary care givers” receive grants for their children (Taylor 2002: 314). An advocacy worker at the Black Sash explained to me one reason for the low take up of child support grants. To apply for child support, an applicant must provide the details of the child’s biological parents. If the welfare officer reviewing the application believes that the father’s whereabouts may be known, he/she may send the mother to obtain a court order for maintenance. 

Tracking down the father to demand maintenance payments creates additional strain for many women who are already negotiating fragile or abusive relationships. It may also be perceived as a gesture of desperation. Obtaining a court order is costly and difficult, especially as the child’s father may not even have a regular income to pay child support. Many women would rather avoid having to confront the fathers of their children. There are, of course, significant administrative failures that help explain why 80 percent of eligible children living in poverty do not receive child support grants. Many of these problems can be (and are being) pragmatically addressed by simplifying the application form, training officials to be more sensitive and launching grant awareness campaigns.
 These measures intended to increase the take up of child support grants are important gestures; however, they do not address the everyday realities of poor people, many of whom do not fit into the mold of the “primary-care giver.”

The “primary care giver” is a euphemism, like the label “disabled person” or even the unit of the “household.”  These labels are created by freezing and collapsing shifting social realties and social relations. They erase internal complexities, ambiguities, shifting social relations, and histories through which individuals actively constitute themselves as social beings. Certainly groups of individuals, like women, children, senior citizens, and people living with disabilities or HIV/AIDs, are particularly “vulnerable to poverty.” However, targeting is often ineffective and creates categories which simplify the mutilfacted ways gender, disability, and age are experienced. As Ramakeele and Tembisa and their dependents illustrate, a single social grant supports many people and the way that it is used and distributed may not primarily benefit the person to whom or on whose behalf the grant is awarded. The webs of relational ties, historical dynamics, and the reality of widespread poverty—which are eclipsed by defined categories and labels—are what actually mediate how grants are used.  

Conclusion

The well-being of grant recipients is linked to relations—whether material, symbolic, or “imagined”— with social grants, kin, communities, the state, and even the global forces of neoliberal capitalism. Mutually constituted, these relations are always in motion. They raise a host of questions about the difference between public and private, the meaning of citizenship, and the intersection of the local and the global. The relations among grant-receiving “households,” to which my focus here has been limited, reveals the rather absurd and arbitrary character of the current grant system. Social grants—awarded to targeted categories of individuals deemed unfit to work—support large networks of people who live in desperate poverty and who cannot find jobs. 

The BIG could put an end to the inequity that people who do not happen to live with a recipient of a social grant have no access to social assistance. Other significant social and economic impacts of a basic income grant are discussed at length elsewhere (Samson et al 2002; Taylor 2002). A basic income grant— as a universal social entitlement—would raise new and creative possibilities for social well-being and for the meaning of social rights. However, like the existing social grants I have discussed in the paper, basic income grants will always be socially mediated. Shifting relations among kin, between citizen and state, and between individuals and markets would shape and be shaped by how basic income grants circulate and are used on the ground. Although reflecting and reconfiguring social and historical dynamics particular to South African, the successes of a BIG in South Africa could provide invigorating grounds of debate for other countries considering basic income. If a BIG is implemented in South Africa, could a model be crafted that, like the Constitution and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, will be exported elsewhere in the global South and even in the North?
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� The 2002 Report of the Committee of Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social Security for South Africa, referred to hereafter as the “Taylor Report,” defines “the poor” as households whose consumption falls into the two lowest consumption quintiles. Microsimulation models used in the Report suggest that only around half of “poor” households receive grants (Taylor 2002: 305).


� Fact Sheet. Department of Social Development. Released 19 March 2002.


� The 2002 Report of the Committee of Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social Security for South Africa, referred to hereafter as the Taylor Report, defines “the poor” as households whose consumption falls into the two lowest consumption quintiles. Microsimulation models used in the Report suggest that only around half of “poor” households receive grants (Taylor 2002: 305).





� The right to social security is enshrined in the South African Constitution. Section 27 (1) guarantees “everyone” the right “to have access to […]


(c) social security, including if they are unable to support themselves and their dependents, appropriate social assistance.”


Section 27 (2) says that the state must “take reasonable legislative and other measures, within its available resources, to achieve the progressive realization” of the right.


For a discussion of how the South African Constitutional Court has given a positive interpretation of the “progressive realization” of related social rights see Liebenberg 2001.





�These grants are set out in the Social Assistance Act 95 of 1992.Grant in aid and care dependency grants may also be awarded. The numbers of these grants awarded is small in comparison to the other programs. I did not meet anyone who was receiving a grant in aid or a care dependency grant. These grants will not be considered here. 


� In cases that are approved by the Director-General, another individual can apply on behalf of an applicant for social assistance. See s 8 (4) of the Social Assistance Act 95 of 1992.


� The formula for means testing varies somewhat depending on grant type. In this paper I do not explicitly consider the impacts of means testing, although it is relavent to the way grants circulate. For a discussion of problems associated with means testing in the South African context, see Haarmann 2000: 132,133 and Martin 2002. For a review of means testing in the context of the “developing world,” see Van Ginneken 1999: 183; Midgley 1984: 89.  


� Disability panels have been set up to acknowledge “economic disabilities.” Nick de Villers notes that, despite the introduction of disability hearings, “the consideration of economic factors is virtually non-existent” (De Villers 2002: 324). 


� I refer to the recent microsimulation model designed by Dirk and cited in the Taylor Report (Haarmann 1998).  The model considers the different impacts that social grants have on various different household configurations. The effects of social assistance are still measured (for good reason) in terms of the household.  


� The names of informants have been changed.


� Many people I met in January were worried about paying annual school fees, which are due in the beginning of the year. School fees may be less of an issue later in the year, but at the time they were a pressing concern. My informants insisted that their children would not be allowed to go to school if the school fees were not paid and explained that children would be sent away if they did not have the proper uniform. In principle, every child has a constitutional right to education. In practice, children are prevented from attending school because they cannot afford fees and uniforms. 


� A major South African newspaper reports the death of one woman who was forced “to live on sugar water” when her social grant was stopped (Dickson 1999). For a more general discussion of the relationship between household income and nutrition in poor families, see Samson et al 2002: 18, 19.  


� The Taylor report indicates that this figure is calculated using a “6 month per year test.”  According to the Report, defining parent presence more broadly as “parent in household at least 15 days of the year,” gives the somewhat higher figure of 54 percent. See Taylor 2002: 303.


� HIV/AIDS is most prevalent among working age adults. This creates many “skip generation” households and orphans (Haarmaan 2000: 110).


� To qualify for a child support grant, the applicant’s household income must be less than R800 (for those who reside in a formal dwelling or in an urban area) and R1,100 a month (for those who live in rural areas, or in an informal dwelling). See Martin 2002.


� The South African government has, in fact, recently launched a massive campaign to register children for child support grants. The government declared November 2002 “Social Development Month.” 
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