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NEVA MAKGETLA: On May
Day, workers in SA will have
little to celebrate
The advent of full democracy has failed to change workplace
culture from before 1994
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SA is about to celebrate May Day, the international workers’ day. Yet by world
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standards, the SA economy still offers most workers a very raw deal. That reality is
central to our lamentable position as one of the world’s most unequal and divided
economies. It arises, above all, from predemocracy policies that depressed pay and
prospects for most workers in order to improve them for business owners,
managers and professionals.

According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), in the mid-2010s the top
1% of employed people in SA got 20% of earned income. In India and China, the
best-paid 1% got only 10%, and for other upper-middle-income economies the
figure was even lower. The ILO also measures earnings inequality by comparing the
ratio of the 10th percentile of employees, ranked by earnings, to the 90th percentile.
In the mid-2010s, the average ratio internationally was 8. In SA, it was 21 in the
formal sector alone, and 23 for all workers.

Deeply unequal pay is only one factor in SA’s sharp inequalities. They are aggravated
by high joblessness and extraordinarily unequal ownership of assets such as
financial investments and rentals. As a result, the richest 10% of households capture
more than half of all household income. That contrasts with more equal countries.

Take, for instance, Ukraine, which had a GDP per person just 60% of SA’s before the
Russian invasion, but an incomparably more equitable income distribution. There,
the richest 10% accounted for only about 20% of household income. No wonder SA
has far higher levels of poverty, despair, conflict and crime, despite its much higher
productivity.

That said, unequal pay scales are a major factor in inequality in SA. They are rooted
in the so-called “civilised labour” system that, before 1994, sought to raise pay for a
minority at the cost of the majority. It involved government measures to limit most
people’s access to skilled work and business ownership, effectively bolstering
earnings for a privileged few by depressing productivity and pay for lower-level
workers. The result was a “missing middle” of skilled and semi-skilled workers as
well as entrepreneurs and farmers.

The “civilised labour” system had five pillars: the suppression of African agriculture
and small business; work organisation that labelled most jobs as unskilled, especially
in mining, farming and domestic work; underresourced and badly designed
schooling systems in working-class communities; a skills system that made matric a
prerequisite, with almost no recognition of learning from experience on the job; and
limits on skilled migration that aimed explicitly to maintain inflated pay for local
professionals. 



The democratic order has failed to transform any of these systems, despite some
early efforts. To this day, work organisation still provides virtually no career path for
workers who do not have formal qualifications.

In almost every company or government agency, a cleaner or porter can move up
only by studying part-time on their own and coming back as a manager — and a few
heroes have actually managed to do that. Most workers have no chance, however, at
the kind of long-term, gradual career advance that is central to trust and cohesion
at work. They know that in 20 years, if they stay in their job, they will be doing
exactly what they are today, with no realistic hope of narrowing the economic and
social gap from their managers.

This kind of workplace is inherently rigid and slow to adapt, which makes the
economy as a whole less dynamic. Change is hard, however. It requires fundamental
shifts in how managers engage with workers; in workplace skills systems; in basic
education; and in the regulations on skilled migration.

If SA is serious about building a more inclusive and faster-growing economy, we
have to do far more to disrupt the fundamental workplace inequalities that were
entrenched over the last 200 years.

• Makgetla is a senior researcher with Trade & Industrial Policy Strategies.
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Darryl Williams • 15 days ago

Well if the government provided a better level of service then we could use government
education, government healthcare, government safety and security, government retirement
benefits etc - but they don't (won't and never will) so we can't and so we need to cater for
these benefits ourselves by paying an additional 40% or more of salary towards these
benefits - so there's your inequality gap right there. Would be great if government would
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• Reply •

benefits - so there's your inequality gap right there. Would be great if government would
demonstrate how robust their system is by using their own schooling, healthcare and
security instead of getting tax payers to subsidize their own veto of the system they happily
offer to the electorate.

 5△ ▽

Catch Rye • 15 days ago • edited

• Reply •

Dear Neva, may I suggest that the workers, which is a misnomer as most don't actually want
to work, help themselves by voting for a party that does not steal billions or destroys
everything it touches.

 5△ ▽

Gavin Brown • 14 days ago • edited

• Reply •

You can understand this piece only if you have sympathy for a lady who has spent much of
her time navel gazing about union power only to see it all washed away by economic reality
and political freedom (with a push from the pandemic !)

 4△ ▽

Mearle Abrahams • 14 days ago

• Reply •

In the US, they do not celebrate Worker's Day. Yet, that country cannot find enough low
skilled workers. The result is that truck drivers are earning at least (the equivalent) 1.5
million rands a yeard. Janitors to clean schools are offered 500 000 but nobody to do the
work. Fast food companies are paying people to be interviewed and minimum wages are
increased, yet the shortages remain. Wonder how the writer would explain this phenomena.
I guess if you are acting as a Devil's advocate you don't have to.
 1△ ▽

Andrea Robertson • 14 days ago

• Reply •

“As a result, the richest 10% of households capture more than half of all household income.”

Which we are very grateful for as those same guys pay 90% of all taxes which, but for our
kleptocratic regime, could be used to improve the life of the poorer citizens. So before the
author shills the “rich”, think on that and shill the actual cause for the inequality. The anc. 
High wages get paid to people actually bringing something to the table, such as skills. Again,
it’s the anc, which has destroyed education in SA, who are to blame for the poor having
none.
 1△ ▽

Lindsay Wanliss • 15 days ago

• Reply •

The author of this article is demonstrating a fundamental lack of awareness of market
forces. Salaries are not set by government policies, they are set by supply and demand.
Inequality is being caused by a relative over-supply of very unskilled labour. Business
cannot be expected to educate the population and remain internationally competitive.
 1△ ▽

Andrea Robertson  • 14 days ago> Lindsay Wanliss

100%. Well said.
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• Reply •

100%. Well said.

△ ▽

Robin Mills • 14 days ago

• Reply •

SELF INFLICTED INEQUALITY? That is the result of the many largely RSA Leadership's
Performances??!!, Cadre Hangers-On, and the great destruction by hungry RSA Vandals ...
all of whom of have just sucked the Nation Dry ... and the Dead,: and for the Poor --- just
more Misery ..... Sies! Do not blame me anymore ................!! all too late now!!

△ ▽
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