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Violence in South Africa

Why is this a “giant”?

Violence remains one of the key challenges to our new democracy because it threatens the dignity, safety, security, and advancement of individuals and communities. Violence also contributes to a culture of distrust, hostility, fear, and retribution. 

What are the realities?

CRIMINAL VIOLENCE: Conservatively, there were 652,480 incidents of violent crime in South Africa in 2001, including the highest reported murder and rape statistics internationally. Newspapers are filled with daily accounts of gruesome murders and violent assaults, each of which affects our national psyche.  

GENDER VIOLENCE: South African women and girls of all races face unconscionable levels of sexual assault and sexual harassment. Conservative estimates of all sexual assaults, including those that go unreported, are as high as 1,079,520 for 2001. 
ECONOMIC VIOLENCE: The level of abject poverty facing 22 million of our citizens leaves the majority of our population without the basic food and water to survive. This poverty is a crime against our own people and contributes to extraordinary human rights abuses.

POLITICAL AND RACIAL VIOLENCE:  Political violence, though dramatically below apartheid levels, continues to plague our communities. In areas such as KwaZulu-Natal, gangs motivated by political allegiances are still engaged in factional warfare that is tearing families and towns apart. Xenophobia increasingly is fostering high levels of violence against immigrants and refugees. 

What does this mean?

This culture of violence stems from the history of our violent past as well as the growing uncertainty of our nation’s future.  Individuals turn to violence as an answer for their problems, tensions, and conflicts.  Communities are also using violence as a means of asserting their security in an insecure environment or asserting their dominance over weaker groups and peoples. Increased incarceration may not lessen the culture of violence and has in some instances extended or deepened this culture. 

What is being done? 

NGOs have established Trauma Clinics, Youth Violence Prevention Programmes, and Victim Empowerment Programmes.  The Human Rights Commission has launched the Inquiry into Human Rights Violations in Farming Communities to examine and address political and racial violence on farms and in rural areas. The government though the various sections of the criminal justice system encourages victim support programmes, special courts and programmes for rehabilitation of prisoners.
What is our responsibility?

What are we as Church leaders to do in the face of this “giant” that grips our congregations and communities? First, what awareness programs, support groups, and outreach initiatives can we launch to deal with the impact of the violence? Second, what concrete steps can we take to dismantle the culture of violence and to foster ethics of non-violence and reconciliation?

Crime in South Africa

Why is this a “giant”?

With the world’s highest reported incidents of murder and rape per capita, South Africa is faced with a crisis in crime that affects international confidence, domestic stability, and individual security. 

What are the realities?

MURDER AND ASSAULT: South Africa regularly has the highest reported incidents of murder internationally. In 2001, there were 51,174 known cases alone.  This rate is higher than our “peer” countries. In 1998, for example, South Africa had 59 murders for every 100,000 people, whereas Colombia had 56, Namibia had 45, and Jamaica had 37.  The figures are even more startling when compared to industrialized nations, like the US at 6, Spain at 3, and England and Wales at 1 for every 100,000. The number of reported serious assaults for the same time period totaled 266,355. 

SEXUAL ASSAULT: Again, South Africa continues to top international charts in the reported number of sexual assaults and attacks.  In the year 2001, there were 72,043 reported incidents of sexual offenses, including 53,976 rapes. The culture of silence surrounding this and other assaults leads to crimes that are under-reported.  Rape Crisis Cape Town conservatively estimates that only 1 out of 20 rapes is actually reported, whereas the SAPS estimated in 1997 that the figure was 1 in 36.

THEFT: The statistics of theft in South Africa are also staggering. For 2001, the number of aggravated thefts totaled 602,772; Robbery and violent thefts totaled 208,932; breaking and entering 393,840; theft of motor cars totaled 98,482, and other thefts falling outside these categories totaled 887,696.  Since theft affects more than just the loss of property and the degrading of wealth, and also affects general feelings of anxiety and insecurity, the long term impact of this crime wave is incalculable. 

FRAUD AND CORRUPTION: Charges of fraud and other forms of private and public corruption abound in our nation today.  The total number of reported incidents of fraud for 2001 totaled 60,820. The extent of corruption, both perceived and actual, undermines our confidence in government and business leaders and calls into question the direction of the nation as a whole. 

What does this mean?

The total number of all offenses in reported in our national statistics for 2001 was 3,643,297. If there are approximately 41,000,000 people in South Africa, that means 1 out every 11 persons in South Africa has been touched by crime in some way in this year alone.  Why does crime occur?  There is not one reason for crime in South Africa, and the causes for each type of crime will vary.  However, there are several potential causes, including the vast inequalities created by apartheid, continued racism and discrimination, deep levels of national poverty, a growing sense of lawlessness or hopelessness, and issues of governance and accountability. 

What is being done? 

The Government’s National Crime Prevention Strategy attempts to address the root causes of each particular crime. Beyond simply punishing criminals, it hopes to tackle the reasons why crime occurs. There are numerous other civil society initiatives taken by organizations like NICRO, such as “From Victims to Victory” and “Make a Fresh Start,” that deal with both victims and perpetrators of crime. 

What is our responsibility?

How can we as a Church community challenge the causes of crime? What specific actions can we take as Church leaders to lesson the impact of crime on the long term development of the nation? How, as a Church community, are we to respond the perpetrators of crime given our religious framework?

Racism in South Africa

Why is this a “giant”?

The racism that was integral to apartheid has not been erased in the few short years of our democracy. Racism continues to drive wedges in our society that undermine our national progress, advancement, and security.  

What are the realities?

Everyone can think of specific violent examples that demonstrate that we are not yet free from racism:

· The rash of murders in Mpumalanga in February 2002 that were racially motivated

· The October 2002 attack of Zimbabwean immigrants living in Gauteng, in which 74 shacks were burned to the ground
· Or this testimonial from a middle-aged black woman from KZN: “The farmer was on the riverbank. When I got to him I crossed the river to the fence separating us. The farmer was standing on the steeper side. He had a big stone in his hand, and he put it on top of a big pole and asked me to cross to his side of the fence and asked me where I was going. I said I was going to my neighbor and he then said ‘when are you going to leave the farm.’ And I said I would not leave because the previous farm owner said we should stay on the farm. He then crossed the fence to my side and grabbed me and started assaulting me. He was hitting me until I fell to the ground and then he pressed me to the ground and started banging my head against the ground and strangling me. Then he tried to pull me to the river down the steep bank, saying ‘today I am going to kill you.’ I was sure I was going to die anyway so I pulled at him and started screaming; he let go and I could run away.... I ran to my neighbors’ bleeding and told them he had assaulted me. The following day I went to the police station and reported the case. They took a statement and came back with police officers to the farm. When we got there the farmer said he had never seen me. The police wanted him to come to the police station, and he said ‘no, I am busy with my accounts.’ Some of the other workers had heard me screaming, but when I later went to the police station to see what had happened with the case, the investigating officer said the farmer had come to cancel the case with several workers from the farm who were witnesses for him saying they had heard nothing.” 1999, Human Rights Watch
What does this mean?

It took decades to foster the racism that drove apartheid; it will certainly take decades to have individuals and churches fight all the bigotry that persists, both visible and invisible. In the past, racism was supported by our educational, political, and religious systems. Apart from the very violent symptoms of racial prejudice and discrimination, there are daily hurts and divisions which continue to mar our society.

What is being done? 

Both the South African Constitution and the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act (2000) are key legal tools for preventing, discouraging, and punishing racial discrimination. The government is launching its National Action Plan against Racism, and all sectors of society are able to be involved in that initiative which is led by the Department of Justice and the SA Human Rights Commission. The SA Human Rights Commission has launched the Roll Back Xenophobia Campaign to address the increasing level of racism and xenophobia against refugees and immigrants. 

What is our responsibility?

As a religious community, how are we working to challenge members of our congregations to unearth the conscious and unconscious biases that prevent us from being a unified nation? Are we asking our churches to face decades of discrimination and intolerance in our teachings?  How can we make our worship services and our congregations open to all people and therein serve as a witness of racial harmony? 

Poverty and unemployment

Why is this a “giant”?

South Africa’s exceptionally high levels of poverty and unemployment threaten the stability of daily life, exacerbate crime and violence, and increase human rights abuses. 

What are the realities?

POVERTY: 22 million South Africans live below the poverty line, which is based on a household income of less than R401 a month. That means OVER ONE HALF OF ALL SOUTH AFRICANS live in poverty. As inflation and the cost of living increase daily, the ability for households to survive is threatened. 

UNEMPLOYMENT: The unemployment figures continue to rise in South Africa. The current unemployment rate is above 30%, with the expanded definition at 46%. In the USA, financial analysts are worried because their unemployment is rising above 6%. There are not just enough jobs in South Africa.

RACISM AND INEQUALITY: Poverty and unemployment cannot be separated from race. 16.6% of South Africans receive 72.2% of all income, and a half of these people are now black. Another 16.6% receive 17.2% of income, and only 1.6% of these are black. At the very bottom of our society are 67% of our population sharing 10.6% of total income, and only 2% of this group are white. 
What does this mean?

The unemployed are trapped - you need a job to have money, but it takes money to find a job. In order for people to find a job, they need money for transportation at the very least. More often, they need money for skills training, child care, and even resumes or interview clothing. It is not that the people of South Africa do not want to work. The twin problems are lack of jobs and the cycle of poverty that prevents the jobless from finding work. And for the very poor, a handout is just not enough to help them escape from a future they did not choose themselves.

What is being done?

One major policy initiative being discussed throughout South Africa today is the Basic Income Grant initiative that would provide an additional R100 to every South African without a means test. This would essentially eradicate abject poverty for 6 million South Africans and would push millions more over the poverty line.  The Economic Policy Research Institute has done the research on the costs and benefits of BIG for the nation. In the meantime, government has substantially increased the social grant system, but is finding it hard to make sure everybody who qualifies actually receives their grant. But these remedies are only a safety net – we must build a job creating economy in which all can have dignified work.

What is our responsibility?

What are we doing as Church leaders to understand the cycle of poverty, the dangers of inequality and the dilemmas of economic growth which does not provide work? Are there ways in which we can both assist with the safety net and change the system which excludes so many?
Sexism in South Africa

Why is this a “giant”?

Sexism is a scourge affecting every aspect of South African life, and it leads to the underutilization of human potential and produces a level of violence and discrimination that tears apart the very fabric of our society. 

What are the realities?

SEXISM IN GOVERNMENT: Women comprise 52% of the South African Population, yet only 29% of seats in Parliament are held by women. Only 2 out of the 10 of the judges on the Constitutional Court are women. In the total number of 186 judges in South Africa, 176 are men, 10 are women. 

SEXISM IN BUSINESS: The South African Constitution, The Labour Relations Act of 1995, and the Employment Equity Bill enshrine gender equality in all aspects of employment, yet women earn less. Women earn between 72% and 85% of what men of the same educational status earn. 

WOMEN ARE IN UNSKILLED SECTORS: Women are disproportionately found in the lowest skilled and lowest paid occupations. 38% of employed South African women work in the unskilled jobs, and the number jumps to 51% for employed African women.  Women are marginalized in management positions; only 22% of all managers in South Africa are women, and 50% of those are white. 

WOMEN ARE LOSING JOBS: Women are disproportionately located in employment sectors that have suffered the largest retrenchments and job losses, including the clothing and textile industries, the public sector, and the teaching and nursing field. 

SEXISM LEADS TO VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN: A woman in South Africa is raped every 23 seconds. Every 6 days a woman is murdered by her husband or domestic partner. One out of every four women is currently in an abusive relationship.

What does this mean?

Generally, women are responsible for generating income and also carry an unequal share of unpaid labour, including childcare and domestic labour.  Families tend to favor the boy child in terms of education, skills training, and medical care. Girl children are often given domestic duties much earlier than boys which prevents girls from pursuing an education or skills training.  Women, who are often the sole financial support for their families, are seen as secondary wage earners and are tracked into low paid, undervalued jobs or occupy sectors of the informal economy.  Most tragically, women in South Africa face the daily threat of physical or psychological assault that hinders their security and sense of worth.  
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What is being done?

The government has initiated numerous pieces of legislation to address women’s economic and physical security, including the Employment Equity Act, Domestic Violence Act and the Violence Against Women Act. There are numerous organizations in civil society attempting to aid victims of sexual violence, such as Center for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, Rape Crisis, and POWA, and several attempting to address women’s status and economic security, such as MOSAIC and NISSA.

What is our responsibility?

What are we as Church leaders telling our congregations about the role and status of women? How can we work to support women in all aspects of their lives, from education to employment, from safety to security? What is the Church’s responsibility in the face of the daily violent and psychological assault on the women of our society? 

Family in Crisis

Why is this a “giant”?

There are countless challenges to the structure and prosperity of family life in South Africa today, including violence, poverty, and HIV/AIDS. Since we continue to look to the family as the main source of support, nurture, and development for the society, the threats facing families are indeed threats to nation as a whole.
What are the realities?

VIOLENCE IN HOMES: A significant proportion of children in South Africa experience sexual abuse by 18 years of age, according to the South African Human Rights Commission. There were over 20,000 rapes of children in the year 2001 alone. 

CHILDREN LIVING IN POVERTY: Three out of every four children live in poverty.  Over 11 million children in South Africa are currently living in abject poverty, according to UCT’s Children’s Institute. This means that there are 11 million children living in households that survive on less than R245 a month. If the figure is raised to R490 per household, the number of children living in households below the absolute poverty line jumps to 14,3 million. 

WOMEN-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS: It may take two people to make a family; however, less than 40% of children in South Africa live in homes with their fathers. The majority of households in South Africa are headed by women. Those households headed by women are often significantly poorer than those headed by a man or that have two parents: “In 1995 almost half (49%) of woman-headed households were among the poorest 40% ("poor"), and just over a quarter (26%) among the poorest 20% ("ultra-poor"). By contrast, 31% of male headed households were poor, and only 13% ultra-poor.” 

HIV/AIDS and CHILD-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS: HIV/AIDS is a tremendous threat to every family system in South Africa. There are estimates that one out of every 60 children in South Africa is an AIDS orphan. It is predicted that “the number of children in South Africa living alone and under the subsistence level, is expected to increase from approximately 46 000 in 1996 to close on 900 000 in 2011.” 

What does this mean?

There is a rich diversity of households, from nuclear to extended families, from women-headed to man-headed households, to those headed by grandparents alone in South Africa.  Despite this diversity, family life is bombarded with challenges from outside and from within.  If a society is only as healthy as its families, then we have much work to do. 

What is being done? 

The crisis facing the family is being addressed by academics, NGOs, and government. The Children’s Institute of UCT is working to address problems of HIV/AIDS and children, children’s rights, and child health. NGOs, like RAPCAN (Resources Aimed at the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect) actively work to support children’s rights and needs. The government’s Child Protection Units continue to be a source of intervention to protect children and families.

What is our responsibility?

How can we as Church leaders work to support healthy and sustainable family life? How can we work with the diversity of family structures that occupy our society?  What tangible initiatives can we start to support each level of the family unit, from child protection and development, to parent support and advice networks, to elderly care and nurturance programs? 

Resources for further study

SA Government On-Line
Official Government Site: www.gov.za

The Presidency: www.gov.za/president/index.html

The Treasury: www.treasury.gov.za

The Parliament: www.parliament.gov.za

Auditor General: www.agsa.co.za

Commission on Gender Equality: www.cge.org.za

Constitutional Court: www.concourt.gov.za

Independent Electoral Commission: www.elections.org.za

Public Protector: www.polity.org.za/govt/pubprot/

SA Human Rights Commission: www.sahrc.org.za

Human Sciences Research Council: www.hsrc.ac.za

Municipal Demarcation Board: www.demarcation.org.za

National Youth Commission: home.intekom.com/nyc/ 
NEDLAC: www.nedlac.org.za

Statistics South Africa: www.statssa.gov.za


Non-governmental Sites

Centre for Policy Studies: www.cps.org.za 

Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation: www.csvr.org.za

Development Monitor: www.development-sa.co.za 

Institute for Democracy in South Africa: www.idasa.org.za

Institute for Justice & Reconciliation: www.ijr.org.za

Institute for Security Studies: www.iss.co.za
Lawyers for Human Rights: www.lhr.org.za

National Institute of Crime Prevention & Rehabilitation of Offenders: www.nicro.org.za

Public Service Accountability Monitor: www.psam.ru.ac.za

Women’s Net: www.womensnet.org.za

Statistics and quotes for this brief were taken from the above web sites and the publication “A History of Inequality in South Africa – 1652 to 2002” by Sampie Terblanche. Their selection, arrangement and placement for this briefing is the work of the authors and not any of the above institutions or agencies.

Then David said to Goliath, "You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a javelin; but I come to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the LORD will deliver you into my hand, … that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel, and that all this assembly may know that the LORD saves not with sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD'S and he will give you into our hand."  1 Samuel 17





South Africa faces a number of giants:
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This briefing guide has been prepared for all participants in SACLA. It describes the giants, explains why they threaten our country and our churches, frames the issues and tells a little about what is being done, and where further information can be found. A separate booklet has been prepared on that largest of all giants – HIV/AIDS. 





This brief has been developed by Dr Hannah Britton and Paul Graham. A short brief cannot be comprehensive and the authors encourage readers to add their own information, stories and analysis when discussing how best to slay these giants.
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