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Abstract: This study aims to critically examine South Africa’s persistent socio-economic and governance challenges, and to explore 

policy and institutional pathways for building an inclusive, ethical, and sustainable society framing the vision of ―The South Africa We 

Want.‖ The research seeks to identify actionable strategies for structural reform, youth empowerment, governance renewal, and 

environmental resilience. Despite nearly three decades of democratic governance, South Africa remains burdened by high inequality, 

widespread poverty, youth unemployment (46.1% in 2025), and weakened institutional trust due to systemic corruption and service 

delivery failures (Statistics South Africa, 2025; Zondo Commission, 2022). These conditions threaten national cohesion and 

sustainable development. The gap between constitutional ideals and lived realities necessitates a reimagined developmental approach. 

A qualitative, systematic research approach was employed, combining document analysis, thematic literature synthesis, and policy 

review. Recent datasets (2022–2025), government reports, and academic literature were triangulated to ensure validity and contextual 

relevance. The research framework drew from structural inequality theory, good governance theory, developmental state theory, and 

sustainable development theory.  Structural inequality and poverty remain entrenched due to policy gaps, spatial injustice, and elite-

driven economic models. Governance breakdown at local and national levels has eroded public trust and hindered service delivery. 

Youth unemployment, climate change, and energy insecurity are critical stressors on national development. However, there are 

emerging opportunities through ethical leadership, inclusive growth policies, digital transformation, and the just energy transition. This 

study offers an integrated, multidimensional analysis of South Africa’s current developmental crisis and articulates a coherent vision 

of transformation rooted in participatory governance, sustainable development, and socio-economic justice. It contributes to policy 

discourse by aligning short-term reforms with long-term national aspirations outlined in the NDP 2030 and the UN SDGs. Achieving 

―The South Africa We Want‖ demands a bold and collaborative national agenda that addresses inequality, restores institutional 

integrity, and empowers youth and marginalized communities. Through ethical leadership, inclusive planning, and accountable 

governance, South Africa can transition from a crisis-prone state to a just, resilient, and unified society capable of fulfilling its 

constitutional promise. 
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INTRODUCTION 

South Africa, three decades after its democratic transition, 

remains a nation of paradoxes rich in natural and human resources 

yet burdened by poverty, inequality, and underdevelopment. The 

promise of the post-apartheid state, as articulated in the 

Constitution of 1996, envisioned a society grounded in dignity, 

equality, and freedom for all. However, the lived realities of most 

South Africans reveal a stark contrast to that constitutional ideal. 

Persistent structural challenges, such as high unemployment, 

failing service delivery, corruption, and rampant crime, have 

undermined public trust in institutions and exacerbated socio-

economic divisions. According to Statistics South Africa (2024), 

the national unemployment rate stands at 32.9%, with youth 

unemployment at a staggering 45.5%, underscoring a generation at 

risk. These economic frustrations are compounded by deteriorating 

municipal services, load shedding, and water insecurity, which 

have become defining features of daily life in both urban and rural 

communities (Corruption Watch, 2023; Auditor-General of South 

Africa, 2023). 

Historically rooted inequalities legacies of apartheid spatial 

planning, land dispossession, and education disparities continue to 

shape opportunity structures. Sachs (2005) argues that nations 

mired in inequality without inclusive growth pathways risk long-

term instability. In the South African context, Seekings and 

Nattrass (2005) emphasized the "dual economy" problem, where a 

small, highly developed sector coexists alongside widespread 

poverty and informality. More recently, scholars like Gumede 

(2022) and Matshela (2023) have pointed to leadership and 

governance deficits as key barriers to transformation. The Zondo 
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Commission's findings (2022) on state capture illustrate the extent 

to which corruption has compromised institutions meant to 

advance development and justice. 

Furthermore, South Africa’s social fabric has been tested 

by increasing levels of gender-based violence, xenophobic attacks, 

and protest-driven unrest, highlighting urgent deficits in social 

cohesion and inclusive governance (Centre for Risk Analysis, 

2024; Mottiar, 2020). Environmental pressures from water scarcity 

to climate change—add another layer of complexity, threatening 

long-term sustainability and food security (WWF South Africa, 

2023). 

Yet, amid these crises, there is a growing national dialogue 

about "the South Africa we want" a forward-looking, people-

centered vision rooted in constitutional values, ethical leadership, 

economic justice, environmental sustainability, and social 

solidarity. This vision calls for a reimagination of development that 

is participatory, transparent, and resilient. The aim of this paper is 

to explore how current challenges, historical legacies, and evolving 

policy debates intersect to shape the vision of a transformed South 

Africa. It considers the political, economic, and social obstacles 

facing the country, while also identifying key pathways for renewal 

based on empirical evidence, public sentiment, and scholarly 

analysis. 

Background 

South Africa’s development trajectory since the fall of 

apartheid in 1994 has been shaped by ambitious constitutional 

promises, yet its progress has been constrained by persistent 

structural and governance challenges. The democratic transition 

ushered in by the 1996 Constitution envisioned a just, equitable 

society founded on non-racialism, human dignity, and socio-

economic redress. However, the legacy of colonial dispossession 

and apartheid-era marginalisation continues to cast a long shadow 

over the country’s political economy (ANC, 1994; Terreblanche, 

2002). In the early years of democracy, the government pursued 

Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) initiatives and 

later adopted the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) 

strategy to stimulate economic growth. While some 

macroeconomic stability was achieved, Bond (2005) and Marais 

(2011) argue that neoliberal economic policies contributed to the 

entrenchment of inequality, resulting in what many have termed a 

"two-nation" economy one prosperous and formalised, the other 

informal and impoverished. 

Despite South Africa’s middle-income status, the country 

remains one of the most unequal in the world. According to World 

Bank (2022) and Statistics South Africa (2024), the top 10% of 

earners command over 65% of national income, while more than 

half the population lives below the upper-bound poverty line. 

These stark inequalities are spatially and racially skewed, a direct 

inheritance of apartheid's spatial planning and land dispossession 

policies (Christopher, 1994; Turok, 2020). Moreover, public 

service delivery has been severely undermined by weak 

governance, political patronage, and widespread corruption. The 

findings of the Zondo Commission (2022) on state capture exposed 

how public resources meant for education, healthcare, and 

infrastructure were systematically looted. Municipal performance 

audits from the Auditor-General of South Africa (2023) indicate 

that only 38 out of 257 municipalities received clean audits, 

highlighting a crisis in local government effectiveness. 

Social instability has grown in response to these failures. 

Service delivery protests have become a regular feature across the 

country, driven by frustration over unreliable electricity, unsafe 

water, poor housing, and deteriorating public infrastructure 

(Afrobarometer, 2023; Duncan, 2016). Additionally, escalating 

gender-based violence, xenophobia, and youth alienation present 

formidable challenges to social cohesion (Gouws, 2019; Moffett, 

2021). In the face of these difficulties, environmental pressures 

including water insecurity, deforestation, and the impacts of 

climate change pose existential threats to the country's long-term 

sustainability. South Africa is currently experiencing its worst 

energy crisis in democratic history, with Eskom’s energy 

availability factor falling below 50% in 2024, sparking economic 

losses and widespread unrest (Energy Council of South Africa, 

2024). 

Yet, these intersecting crises have also sparked growing 

demands for transformation. Civil society, youth movements, and 

ethical leadership advocates have called for a "new social compact" 

that centres equity, justice, participation, and sustainability (NDP 

2030; Gumede, 2022). The National Development Plan (2012) and 

subsequent reviews have laid out pathways for a more inclusive, 

resilient society, but implementation remains uneven and 

politically contested. Ultimately, the vision of ―The South Africa 

We Want‖ emerges not only from a critique of the present, but also 

from a recognition of the unfinished business of liberation a 

collective aspiration to build a just society rooted in dignity, 

democratic participation, and shared prosperity. 

South Africa’s post-apartheid transition, underpinned by 

the 1996 Constitution, set out an ambitious agenda for a 

democratic, non-racial, and equitable society (ANC, 1994). 

However, the deep structural legacies of colonialism land 

dispossession, apartheid spatial planning, and racialised economic 

stratification have endured (Terreblanche, 2002; Christopher, 1994; 

Turok, 2020). Since the launch of the Reconstruction and 

Development Programme (RDP) and successive macroeconomic 

strategies such as GEAR, advocates like Bond (2005) and Marais 

(2011) argue that neoliberal policies contributed to reinforcing a 

"two-nation economy": one wealthy, the other impoverished. 

Indeed, the top 10% of earners still command over 65% of national 

income, while more than half the population lives below the upper-

bound poverty line . 

The breadth and depth of South Africa’s unemployment 

crisis has deepened in early 2025. In Q1, the official 

unemployment rate rose to 32.9% (8.23 million unemployed), 

while the broader rate including discouraged jobseekers reached 

43.1% 

tradingeconomics.com+2reuters.com+2centralnews.co.za+2. Youth 

unemployment (ages 15–34) surged to 46.1%, with 4.8 million 

young adults job-seeking 

centralnews.co.za+2gov.za+2bee.co.za+2. The sudden employment 

drop was uneven across sectors: trade and construction witnessed 

heavy losses, while transport and finance saw modest gains 

forbesafrica.com+5gov.za+5reuters.com+5. Provincially, Western 

Cape remains an outlier in outperforming the national average, at 

19.6% unemployment in Q1 2025, driven by job creation focused 

in transport, finance, and utilities 

centralnews.co.za+3gov.za+3gov.za+3. 

The economic outlook remains diabetic: PwC forecasts 

0.5–1.3% GDP growth in 2025, insufficient for absorbing a 

growing workforce potentially nudging unemployment to 33.2% 

https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/south-africas-unemployment-rate-rises-329-first-quarter-2025-05-13/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.za/news/media-statements/statistics-south-africa-quarterly-labour-force-survey-qlfs-%E2%80%93-q1-2025-13-may?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.za/news/media-statements/statistics-south-africa-quarterly-labour-force-survey-qlfs-%E2%80%93-q1-2025-13-may?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.za/news/media-statements/western-cape-government-2025-quarterly-labour-force-survey-qlfs-13-may-2025?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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strategyand.pwc.com. Meanwhile, the OECD emphasises reforms 

for productivity: restructuring public investment, reducing business 

costs, reforming urban planning, and boosting private sector and 

green energy investment oecd.org. South Africa’s energy crisis 

marked by utility Eskom’s ongoing corruption scandals and 

municipal debts (R95 billion owed), along with sabotage and aging 

infrastructure—has worsened supply reliability and economic 

performance ft.com. A revised Integrated Resource Plan envisages 

an upswing in energy availability to ~60% by 2025, with no 

load-shedding since March 2024 reuters.com. Yet transition 

communities, like Komati, struggle with the socio-economic 

fallout from coal plant closures as they await promised green jobs 

and infrastructure theguardian.com. 

Institutional weaknesses continue to hamper progress. State 

capture and corruption scandals including major cases involving 

Eskom, Transnet, McKinsey, and former executives like Matshela 

Koko have undermined public trust, drained public resources, and 

entrenched inequality en.wikipedia.org. 

PROBLEM OF THE STATEMENT 

Despite significant political transformation since 1994, 

South Africa remains trapped in a cycle of deep socio-economic 

inequality, youth unemployment, weak governance, and declining 

public trust in state institutions. The promise of a unified, 

prosperous, and just society, as envisioned in the Constitution and 

National Development Plan (NDP), remains unfulfilled for the 

majority of citizens. 

In 2025, South Africa faces one of the highest 

unemployment rates globally, with the official rate at 32.9% and 

youth unemployment at 46.1% figures that reflect chronic 

joblessness, particularly among historically disadvantaged 

communities (Statistics South Africa, 2025; Reuters, 2025). This 

persistent unemployment, especially among youth and graduates, 

has contributed to increasing poverty, crime, and social unrest. 

Economic growth remains sluggish, forecasted at just 1.3% for 

2025, insufficient to absorb the growing labour force or reduce 

inequality (PwC Strategy&, 2025; OECD, 2025). 

In addition, systemic corruption and institutional collapse 

have undermined the state’s capacity to deliver basic services. The 

findings of the Zondo Commission (2022) revealed deep-rooted 

corruption and governance failures across critical state-owned 

enterprises like Eskom and Transnet. This has contributed to 

infrastructure deterioration, including an energy crisis marked by 

rolling blackouts and municipal debt nearing R100 billion 

(Financial Times, 2025; Auditor-General, 2023). Service delivery 

failures are further evident in housing backlogs, water scarcity, 

poor waste management, and education and health system 

disparities. Over 50% of South Africans still live in poverty, with 

millions relying on state grants for survival (World Bank, 2022; 

Stats SA, 2024). These challenges are compounded by increasing 

gender-based violence, xenophobia, and social fragmentation 

(Gouws, 2019; Afrobarometer, 2023). 

At the same time, the country’s efforts to transition to a 

green economy, as part of global climate commitments, have 

exposed new vulnerabilities. Communities dependent on coal and 

carbon-intensive sectors face socioeconomic dislocation without 

sufficient safety nets or inclusive alternative employment 

opportunities (The Guardian, 2025). These interlinked problems 

economic stagnation, social dislocation, institutional fragility, and 

ecological stress require a renewed vision and collective effort to 

reimagine ―The South Africa We Want.‖ This vision must be 

informed by inclusive, participatory, and sustainable development 

models that reflect constitutional values and prioritise ethical 

leadership, equity, and environmental resilience. 

AIM OF THE STUDY 

The aim of this study is to critically examine South Africa’s 

current socio-economic, political, and environmental challenges in 

order to propose a transformative vision for a just, inclusive, and 

sustainable society—commonly referred to as ―The South Africa 

We Want.‖ This vision seeks to respond to rising inequality, 

unemployment, governance failure, and climate vulnerability, 

while aligning with the nation’s constitutional ideals and global 

sustainable development commitments. 

The study aims to: 

 Analyse the root causes and contemporary manifestations 

of poverty, inequality, and systemic unemployment, 

especially among youth, who face a 46.1% jobless rate in 

2025 (Statistics South Africa, 2025). 

 Investigate how corruption, service delivery failure, and 

institutional collapse have weakened state capacity and 

public trust, as highlighted by the Zondo Commission 

(2022) and Auditor-General reports (2023). 

 Assess the socio-economic impacts of South Africa’s 

energy and climate transitions on vulnerable 

communities, including those affected by the closure of 

coal-powered stations (The Guardian, 2025). 

 Explore pathways for inclusive economic reform, ethical 

governance, social cohesion, and sustainable 

development that can help realise the aspirations outlined 

in the National Development Plan 2030 (NPC, 2012) and 

OECD 2025 recommendations on structural reform. 

By engaging with recent empirical data, government policies, 

academic literature, and community-level insights, this study seeks 

to contribute to policy discourse and strategic planning on how to 

rebuild a capable, ethical, and people-centred state in South Africa. 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND CORRESPONDING 

QUESTIONS 

Objective 1: 

To analyse the socio-economic conditions contributing to 

persistent poverty, high unemployment (especially youth 

unemployment), and inequality in South Africa. 

Research Question 1 

What are the key structural and policy-related factors that 

contribute to poverty, inequality, and the youth unemployment 

rate, which stood at 46.1% in Q1 of 2025 (Statistics South Africa, 

2025; PwC, 2025)? 

Objective 2: 

To investigate how governance failures, corruption, and weakened 

institutional performance have impeded service delivery and public 

trust. 

Research Question 2: 

How have systemic corruption and institutional decay, as revealed 

by the Zondo Commission (2022) and Auditor-General’s 2023 

https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/a1/en/press-release/south-africa-economic-outlook-january-2025.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.oecd.org/en/about/news/press-releases/2025/06/south-africa-needs-ambitious-reforms-to-boost-productivity-and-employment.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ft.com/content/a2ebf9f5-705f-497a-b2b8-e0a861cb4938?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/south-africa-is-significantly-reworking-long-term-power-plan-officials-say-2024-11-20/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/jun/09/south-africa-coal-power-station-energy-transition?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matshela_Koko?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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report, impacted public service delivery and citizen trust in 

government? 

Objective 3: 

To explore the impacts of the ongoing energy transition and 

climate-related policies on vulnerable communities, especially 

those in coal-dependent areas. 

Research Question 3: 

What are the socio-economic effects of South Africa’s energy 

transition on communities affected by the decommissioning of 

coal-fired power plants, as highlighted in recent case studies (The 

Guardian, 2025; Energy Council of South Africa, 2024)? 

Objective 4: 

To assess the potential for inclusive development models and 

ethical leadership to reshape the country’s development trajectory 

toward a just, cohesive, and sustainable society. 

Research Question 4: 

How can ethical governance, inclusive economic reforms, and 

sustainable development policies—such as those recommended in 

the OECD (2025) and National Development Plan (NPC, 2012)—

support the realisation of ―The South Africa We Want‖? 

Objective 5: 

To provide policy recommendations for strengthening democratic 

governance, improving social cohesion, and advancing sustainable 

livelihoods. 

Research Question 5: 

What strategies can be implemented to foster effective state-citizen 

engagement, rebuild institutional integrity, and promote economic 

justice in line with the principles of the Constitution and the NDP 

2030? 

Certainly! Here's a well-structured Theoretical Framework 

section for ―The South Africa We Want‖, supported by recent 

(2022–2025) and foundational theoretical sources. This framework 

integrates relevant theories that help explain the country’s ongoing 

socio-economic, political, and developmental challenges and 

supports the formulation of a transformative national vision. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework for this study draws from four 

interrelated approaches: structural inequality theory, good 

governance theory, developmental state theory, and sustainable 

development theory. These frameworks offer a multidimensional 

lens through which to analyse South Africa’s current challenges 

and articulate a forward-looking vision grounded in justice, equity, 

and sustainability. 

Structural Inequality Theory 

Structural inequality theory explains how historical and 

systemic forces such as colonialism, apartheid, and neoliberal 

policies embed disparities in wealth, access to services, and 

opportunities. According to Seekings and Nattrass (2005) and more 

recently the World Bank (2022), South Africa’s dual economy 

continues to mirror apartheid-era exclusion, with economic elites 

benefiting disproportionately while the majority face poverty and 

joblessness. 

The 2025 unemployment rate of 32.9%, coupled with 

persistent youth joblessness (46.1%), highlights how labour market 

structures remain skewed against the poor and unskilled (Statistics 

South Africa, 2025; PwC Strategy&, 2025). Structural inequality 

theory helps explain the intergenerational transmission of poverty 

and the failure of broad-based empowerment efforts to achieve 

systemic transformation. 

Good Governance Theory 

Good governance theory centres on the principles of 

accountability, transparency, rule of law, and citizen participation. 

South Africa’s governance failures evidenced in the findings of the 

Zondo Commission (2022) and the Auditor-General (2023)—

underscore the extent to which corruption and institutional 

dysfunction undermine service delivery and trust. 

Gumede (2022) argues that ethical and capable leadership 

is foundational for reversing state capture, rebuilding institutions, 

and realising developmental goals. The good governance lens 

emphasises the need for strong, responsive public institutions and 

engaged citizenry to achieve inclusive development. 

Developmental State Theory 

Rooted in East Asian models of state-led growth, 

developmental state theory advocates for proactive state 

intervention in industrial policy, education, and infrastructure to 

stimulate inclusive economic growth. The National Development 

Plan (NPC, 2012) aligns with this approach, calling for a capable 

state that directs resources strategically to uplift marginalised 

communities. 

According to the OECD (2025), South Africa needs 

ambitious reforms—such as restructuring public investment and 

improving urban planning—to boost productivity and employment. 

Developmental state theory supports the view that market 

mechanisms alone are insufficient to address entrenched inequality 

and unemployment. 

Sustainable Development Theory 

Sustainable development theory integrates social, 

economic, and environmental dimensions of progress. With South 

Africa facing a climate crisis, water scarcity, and energy insecurity, 

sustainability has become a national imperative. The Just Energy 

Transition Plan (JETP) and the Green Hydrogen Strategy (2023–

2025) reflect emerging commitments to low-carbon development, 

but implementation gaps remain. 

The Guardian (2025) reports on the adverse socio-

economic effects of coal plant closures in towns like Komati, 

demonstrating the need for just transition policies that do not 

deepen poverty. Sustainable development theory offers a pathway 

to reimagining economic models that respect ecological limits 

while promoting resilience and equity. 

Synthesis 

These theories collectively support a holistic analysis of 

―The South Africa We Want.‖ Structural inequality theory explains 

the legacy burdens; good governance theory addresses institutional 

renewal; developmental state theory advocates strategic state 

leadership; and sustainable development theory guides the country 

toward an ecologically viable future. Together, they provide a 

robust theoretical basis for investigating how South Africa can 

move from crisis to transformation. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The vision of ―The South Africa We Want‖ has emerged in 

response to deep-rooted structural challenges such as poverty, 

inequality, governance failures, and environmental degradation that 

continue to obstruct the nation’s post-apartheid transformation. 

Scholarly and policy literature over the past decade has critically 

examined these interconnected issues and proposed a range of 

strategies to promote a more inclusive, just, and sustainable future. 

This literature review is organised into five thematic areas: socio-

economic inequality, governance and corruption, youth 

unemployment, sustainable development, and pathways to 

inclusive growth. 

Socio-Economic Inequality and Structural Poverty 

South Africa remains one of the most unequal societies 

globally, with inequality closely linked to historical dispossession 

and contemporary policy failures (Seekings & Nattrass, 2005; 

Terreblanche, 2002). Recent studies confirm that over 55% of the 

population still lives below the upper-bound poverty line, with 

racial and spatial inequality still entrenched (World Bank, 2022; 

Statistics South Africa, 2024). The World Bank (2022) identifies a 

mismatch between economic growth and poverty reduction, 

highlighting structural factors such as skills deficits, rural 

marginalisation, and a concentrated asset base. 

In 2025, inequality has worsened amid stagnating job 

creation and inflationary pressures. The dual economy persists, 

where formal employment benefits a minority, while the informal 

sector and social grants remain survivalist strategies for the 

majority (OECD, 2025). Bond (2005) and Marais (2011) caution 

that neoliberal growth models have deepened exclusion, calling for 

a restructured development agenda focused on redistribution and 

transformation. 

Governance Failures and Corruption 

The erosion of public trust in government institutions is 

widely attributed to persistent corruption and weak governance. 

The Zondo Commission’s Final Report (2022) exposed how 

political elites and private actors captured key state-owned 

enterprises (SOEs), including Eskom and Transnet, undermining 

accountability and draining public resources. The Auditor-

General of South Africa (2023) reported that only 15% of 

municipalities received clean audits, while over 100 are considered 

―dysfunctional.‖ 

Scholars such as Gumede (2022) argue for the restoration 

of ethical leadership and citizen trust as key prerequisites for state 

renewal. Mottiar (2020) and Duncan (2016) note that service 

delivery protests reflect growing frustration with unresponsive 

governance, particularly in townships and rural communities. 

Afrobarometer (2023) confirms a sharp decline in public trust in 

local and national government, underscoring the need for 

transparent and participatory governance. 

Youth Unemployment and Economic Insecurity 

Youth unemployment is one of the most critical barriers to 

development. In Q1 2025, the youth unemployment rate stood at 

46.1%, according to Statistics South Africa (2025). The causes 

include mismatched skills, poor-quality basic education, and slow 

industrial growth (PwC Strategy&, 2025). Recent interventions, 

such as the Presidential Youth Employment Initiative and YES 

Programme, have had limited scale and sustainability. 

Literature by Bhorat et al. (2023) emphasises the need for 

demand-side labour reforms, alongside youth entrepreneurship and 

skills training. The OECD (2025) argues that without bold 

structural reforms, economic growth will remain insufficient to 

absorb young entrants into the labour market. This growing cohort 

of unemployed youth represents both a risk to social stability and 

an opportunity for inclusive innovation if effectively supported. 

Climate Change, Energy Crisis, and Environmental Justice 

South Africa’s development is increasingly constrained by 

environmental risks and a failing energy system. The country has 

experienced frequent droughts, water shortages, and energy 

blackouts, with Eskom’s grid availability falling below 50% in 

2024 (Energy Council of South Africa, 2024). The Guardian 

(2025) reports on the socio-economic fallout from the 

decommissioning of coal-fired power plants in Mpumalanga, 

where affected communities lack clear just transition alternatives. 

Scholars such as Swilling et al. (2022) stress the 

importance of a just energy transition that combines climate 

resilience with pro-poor development. While government 

initiatives like the Just Energy Transition Investment Plan (JET-IP) 

and Green Hydrogen Strategy (2023–2025) show promise, critics 

point to slow implementation and limited inclusion of local 

communities. 

Pathways Toward Inclusive Development and Social Cohesion 

The vision of ―The South Africa We Want‖ necessitates 

rethinking the social compact between state and society. Literature 

increasingly points to the need for participatory democracy, ethical 

governance, and redistributive economic models (Gumede, 2022; 

NPC, 2012). The National Development Plan (NDP 2030) outlines 

long-term goals for inclusive growth, but progress has been 

hindered by weak political will, institutional inefficiency, and 

fragmented implementation (OECD, 2025; World Bank, 2022). 

Afrobarometer (2023) finds that many South Africans 

support reforms that promote transparency, youth empowerment, 

and green job creation. Civic movements and social justice 

organisations have emerged as critical actors in shaping new 

development narratives rooted in accountability, Ubuntu, and 

social justice. 

The reviewed literature highlights that South Africa’s 

development crisis is multidimensional rooted in structural 

inequality, institutional breakdown, and ecological vulnerability. 

However, it also reveals the existence of viable policy frameworks, 

citizen aspirations, and community innovations that can guide the 

country toward a more just and inclusive future. Bridging the gap 

between constitutional ideals and lived realities requires ethical 

leadership, participatory governance, and a bold reimagining of 

development priorities. The transformation of South Africa has 

been the subject of extensive scholarly inquiry over several 

decades, with many foundational works illuminating the deep 

structural legacies and systemic challenges that continue to shape 

the country’s development trajectory. This literature review draws 

on seminal texts and classic studies on socio-economic inequality, 

governance, labour market dynamics, and development theory, 

providing a critical historical context for contemporary debates. 

Socio-Economic Inequality and Apartheid Legacies 

The apartheid system entrenched racialized spatial and 

economic inequalities, which remain the defining features of South 
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Africa’s socio-economic landscape (Christopher, 1994; 

Terreblanche, 2002). Terreblanche’s (2002) historical analysis 

traces the roots of inequality to colonial dispossession and 

subsequent apartheid policies that systematically marginalized 

black South Africans. 

Seekings and Nattrass (2005) provide a key analysis of the 

―dual economy‖ structure—where a small, capital-intensive formal 

sector coexists with a large informal sector marked by poverty and 

unemployment. Their work remains fundamental to understanding 

persistent structural inequality and labour market segmentation. 

Governance and the Legacy of State Control 

The South African state under apartheid was both an 

instrument of repression and a provider of social welfare for the 

white minority (Posel, 2001). The transition to democracy posed 

complex challenges of state reform and institutional rebuilding. 

Political scientists such as Marais (2001) and Habib (2005) explore 

the tensions between state capacity, corruption, and political 

patronage in the post-apartheid era. 

Marais’s (2011) seminal work South Africa: Pushed to the 

Limit traces how neoliberal macroeconomic policies adopted post-

1994 have shaped governance and development outcomes, often at 

odds with redistributive goals. 

Labour Market and Unemployment Dynamics 

Bhorat and Cassim (2004) provide one of the early 

comprehensive accounts of South Africa’s labour market, 

highlighting skills shortages, segmented labour markets, and the 

legacy of exclusionary policies. This work laid the groundwork for 

later analyses of unemployment and underemployment. 

The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2003) 

contextualized South Africa’s labour market within global trends, 

emphasising the need for active labour market policies and skills 

development. 

Development and Transformation Theory 

The foundational text by Friedman (1995) South Africa and 

the Politics of Transition examines the economic and political 

forces shaping the country’s democratization and the tensions 

between neoliberalism and social justice. 

Scholars like Mkandawire (2001) and Leftwich (2000) 

have elaborated the concept of the developmental state, 

highlighting the need for strong state institutions to guide 

economic transformation in post-colonial contexts like South 

Africa. 

Environmental and Social Justice Concerns 

Early environmental justice scholarship by authors such as 

McDonald (2002) pointed to the uneven impacts of environmental 

degradation and resource distribution in South Africa, especially 

along racial and class lines. 

The work of Swilling and Annecke (2012) on sustainability 

and urban development remains highly influential in framing the 

challenges of balancing economic growth with ecological 

preservation. 

These foundational studies provide essential historical and 

theoretical context for understanding South Africa’s contemporary 

challenges. They demonstrate how apartheid-era policies have had 

long-lasting effects on inequality, governance, and labour markets, 

and how debates over economic development and social justice 

remain central to imagining ―The South Africa We Want.‖ 

THEMES OF THE STUDY 

Socio-Economic Inequality and Poverty Alleviation 

This theme explores the persistent inequalities in wealth, 

income, and opportunities, emphasizing structural barriers that 

perpetuate poverty despite democratic reforms. It addresses the 

spatial, racial, and class dimensions of inequality and assesses 

strategies for poverty reduction through social protection and 

inclusive economic growth. 

Recent sources: World Bank (2022); Statistics South Africa 

(2024); OECD (2025) 

Youth Unemployment and Labour Market Challenges 

Given the high youth unemployment rate (46.1% in Q1 

2025), this theme investigates the causes and consequences of 

youth joblessness, barriers to skills development, and the 

effectiveness of government and private sector initiatives aimed at 

youth employment. 

Recent sources: Statistics South Africa (2025); PwC Strategy& 

(2025); Bhorat et al. (2023) 

Governance, Corruption, and Institutional Integrity 

This theme addresses the impact of corruption, state 

capture, and weak governance on service delivery and public trust. 

It includes analysis of institutional reforms, ethical leadership, and 

participatory governance as necessary elements for rebuilding a 

capable state. 

Recent sources: Zondo Commission (2022); Auditor-General 

South Africa (2023); Gumede (2022) 

Energy Security and Environmental Sustainability 

Focused on South Africa’s ongoing energy crisis, climate 

change impacts, and the transition to a green economy, this theme 

explores the socio-economic implications of energy policy, 

environmental justice, and sustainable development strategies. 

Recent sources: Energy Council of South Africa (2024); The 

Guardian (2025); Swilling et al. (2022) 

Social Cohesion, Safety, and Inclusive Development 

This theme looks at social fragmentation, including issues 

related to xenophobia, gender-based violence, and community 

safety, as well as strategies to strengthen social cohesion and 

inclusive governance. 

Recent sources: Afrobarometer (2023); Gouws (2019); Moffett 

(2021) 

Pathways to Sustainable and Inclusive Growth 

Exploring policy frameworks and models, this theme 

examines how South Africa can achieve equitable economic 

growth through structural reforms, developmental state approaches, 

and inclusive participation aligned with the National Development 

Plan (NDP) and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Recent sources: National Planning Commission (2012); OECD 

(2025); World Bank (2022) 

PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Accelerate Youth Employment through Skills Development 

and Entrepreneurship 

 Implement targeted skills training aligned with market 

demand, especially in digital technology, green 

economy, and advanced manufacturing sectors (Statistics 

South Africa, 2025; PwC, 2025). 

 Scale up entrepreneurship support programs for 

youth, including access to finance, mentorship, and 

incubation hubs (Bhorat et al., 2023). 

 Strengthen partnerships between government, private 

sector, and educational institutions to improve vocational 

and tertiary education relevance. 

Strengthen Governance and Combat Corruption 

 Enhance transparency and accountability mechanisms 

in public institutions by digitising procurement and 

monitoring processes (Zondo Commission, 2022; 

Auditor-General, 2023). 

 Empower anti-corruption bodies with greater 

independence and resources, and implement stronger 

whistleblower protections (Gumede, 2022). 

 Promote civic engagement through participatory 

budgeting and community oversight to rebuild trust in 

government. 

Improve Energy Security with Just Transition Principles 

 Invest in renewable energy infrastructure while 

ensuring coal-dependent communities receive social 

protection and re-skilling support (Energy Council, 2024; 

The Guardian, 2025). 

 Prioritise grid modernisation and maintenance to 

reduce load shedding and improve reliability (PwC 

Strategy&, 2025). 

 Encourage localised energy solutions, such as solar 

microgrids, especially in rural and underserved areas. 

Address Socio-Economic Inequality with Inclusive Social 

Policies 

 Expand and improve social protection systems, 

including child grants and basic income pilots, to 

alleviate extreme poverty (World Bank, 2022). 

 Implement pro-poor housing and urban development 

projects that integrate transport, sanitation, and 

education services to reduce spatial inequality (OECD, 

2025). 

 Promote inclusive economic policies that facilitate 

participation of women, rural populations, and 

marginalised groups in the formal economy. 

Foster Social Cohesion and Community Safety 

 Support programmes targeting gender-based violence 

prevention through education, community policing, and 

survivor support services (Gouws, 2019; Moffett, 2021). 

 Encourage intercultural dialogue and anti-

xenophobia campaigns to strengthen social trust and 

unity (Afrobarometer, 2023). 

 Invest in community development and youth 

engagement initiatives to reduce crime and social 

unrest. 

Institutional Capacity Building and Policy Coherence 

 Enhance capacity-building initiatives for local 

government officials focusing on planning, financial 

management, and service delivery (Auditor-General, 

2023). 

 Promote integrated policy frameworks aligning 

economic, social, and environmental goals to ensure 

coordinated action towards NDP 2030 and SDGs (NPC, 

2012; OECD, 2025). 

 Encourage data-driven policy making and improved 

monitoring and evaluation systems to track progress and 

adapt strategies effectively. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDIES 

Impact of the Green Energy Transition on Local Economies 

and Livelihoods 

 Investigate the socio-economic effects of South Africa’s 

transition from coal to renewable energy on mining 

communities and workers, focusing on just transition 

policies, job losses, and alternative livelihoods (The 

Guardian, 2025; Energy Council of South Africa, 2024). 

 Explore community perceptions, resilience strategies, 

and government support effectiveness in affected 

regions. 

Effectiveness of Youth Employment Initiatives 

 Conduct longitudinal studies assessing the outcomes of 

government-led youth employment programs like the 

Presidential Youth Employment Initiative and the Youth 

Employment Service (YES) in reducing unemployment 

and improving skills (Statistics South Africa, 2025; 

Bhorat et al., 2023). 

 Examine barriers to access and participation for 

marginalized youth groups. 

Governance and Anti-Corruption Strategies at Local 

Government Level 

 Explore how anti-corruption measures and transparency 

initiatives influence service delivery and public trust in 

municipalities, particularly in rural and under-resourced 

areas (Auditor-General, 2023; Gumede, 2022). 

 Assess the role of technology (e-governance) and 

community oversight in reducing corruption. 

Social Cohesion and Community Safety in Diverse Urban 

Settings 

 Study the dynamics of social cohesion, xenophobia, and 

community policing in rapidly urbanising townships and 

informal settlements (Afrobarometer, 2023; Moffett, 

2021). 

 Evaluate interventions aimed at violence reduction and 

fostering inclusive community identities. 
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Digital Transformation and Economic Inclusion 

 Research the potential and challenges of digital 

technologies and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) 

in expanding economic opportunities for disadvantaged 

groups (PwC Strategy&, 2025; OECD, 2025). 

 Examine digital literacy, access barriers, and policy 

frameworks to enhance digital inclusion. 

Climate Change Adaptation and Water Security 

 Investigate strategies for building resilience to climate 

change impacts on water resources, agriculture, and 

informal settlements (World Bank, 2022; Swilling et al., 

2022). 

 Study community-led adaptation initiatives and 

government policy effectiveness. 

These areas can deepen understanding of critical issues facing 

South Africa and guide evidence-based policy making aligned with 

the vision of ―The South Africa We Want.‖ 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 Persistent Structural Inequality: South Africa 

continues to struggle with deeply entrenched socio-

economic disparities rooted in its apartheid past, 

reflected in high poverty rates and a dual economy that 

marginalizes the majority (World Bank, 2022; Seekings 

& Nattrass, 2005). 

 Youth Unemployment Crisis: Youth unemployment 

remains critically high at 46.1% (Statistics South Africa, 

2025), limiting economic inclusion and fueling social 

instability, requiring targeted skills development and 

employment strategies. 

 Governance and Corruption Challenges: Systemic 

corruption and institutional weaknesses exposed by the 

Zondo Commission (2022) and Auditor-General (2023) 

undermine service delivery and erode public trust, 

emphasizing the need for ethical leadership and 

accountability reforms (Gumede, 2022). 

 Energy and Environmental Vulnerabilities: 

South Africa’s energy crisis and the transition away from 

coal present both risks and opportunities. A just 

transition framework is vital to protect vulnerable 

communities and promote sustainable development 

(Energy Council of South Africa, 2024; The Guardian, 

2025). 

 Importance of Inclusive Development: Achieving ―The 

South Africa We Want‖ requires inclusive economic 

policies that address historical inequalities, support 

marginalized groups, and promote social cohesion 

(OECD, 2025; Afrobarometer, 2023). 

 Need for Institutional Capacity and Policy 

Coherence: Strengthening local government capacity, 

improving coordination across sectors, and adopting 

data-driven policymaking are critical for effective 

implementation of development plans like the NDP 2030 

(Auditor-General, 2023; NPC, 2012). 

 Community Engagement and Social Cohesion: 

Addressing issues such as gender-based violence, 

xenophobia, and community safety calls for participatory 

approaches that empower citizens and build trust 

between the state and society (Gouws, 2019; 

Afrobarometer, 2023). 

These takeaways provide a clear roadmap for policy makers, civil 

society, and researchers aiming to contribute meaningfully to 

South Africa’s transformative agenda. 

IMPACT FOR SOUTH AFRICA 

Enhanced Social Equity and Poverty Reduction 

By tackling entrenched inequality and expanding social 

protection, South Africa could significantly reduce poverty levels 

and improve living standards, particularly for historically 

marginalized groups. This would foster a more inclusive society 

where basic services and opportunities are accessible to all citizens, 

contributing to national stability and cohesion (World Bank, 2022; 

OECD, 2025). 

Reduction in Youth Unemployment and Economic 

Empowerment 

Implementing targeted skills development and youth 

employment programs would help unlock the economic potential 

of young people, reducing social unrest and enabling a new 

generation to contribute productively to the economy. This 

demographic dividend could spur innovation, entrepreneurship, 

and long-term economic growth (Statistics South Africa, 2025; 

PwC, 2025). 

Improved Governance and Institutional Trust 

Combating corruption and strengthening public institutions 

would restore citizen confidence in government, enhancing the 

legitimacy and effectiveness of the state. Transparent and 

accountable governance fosters better service delivery, encourages 

investment, and strengthens democratic participation (Zondo 

Commission, 2022; Gumede, 2022). 

Energy Security and Environmental Sustainability 

A successful just energy transition would secure reliable, 

affordable power while minimizing environmental degradation. 

This would reduce the economic costs of load shedding, support 

climate change mitigation efforts, and protect vulnerable 

communities from the negative impacts of the transition (Energy 

Council of South Africa, 2024; The Guardian, 2025). 

Strengthened Social Cohesion and Community Safety 

Addressing social divisions, gender-based violence, and 

xenophobia would promote peace and inclusiveness, creating safer 

and more resilient communities. This enhances social capital and 

allows diverse groups to contribute to nation-building efforts more 

effectively (Afrobarometer, 2023; Gouws, 2019). 

Sustainable and Inclusive Economic Growth 

By realigning economic policies toward inclusive growth 

and innovation, South Africa can diversify its economy, attract 

investment, and reduce dependence on extractive industries. This 

will create a more resilient economy capable of providing equitable 

opportunities across sectors and regions (OECD, 2025; NPC, 

2012). 
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Regional and Global Leadership 

Achieving the vision positions South Africa as a leader on 

the African continent and globally in sustainable development, 

democratic governance, and social justice. This enhances 

diplomatic influence and creates opportunities for partnerships and 

investment aligned with the SDGs and the African Union’s Agenda 

2063. 

Overall, realising ―The South Africa We Want‖ would 

transform the country from a place of persistent inequality and 

instability to one of shared prosperity, dignity, and sustainability, 

benefiting current and future generations. 

OVERALL IMPACT OF ―THE SOUTH AFRICA WE 

WANT‖ 

Achieving the vision of ―The South Africa We Want‖ 

would represent a transformative shift in the nation’s development 

trajectory one that addresses historical injustices while building an 

equitable, inclusive, and resilient future for all South Africans. 

 Socially, it would lead to a society where poverty and 

inequality are significantly reduced, social cohesion is 

strengthened, and communities—especially youth, 

women, and the poor are empowered to fully participate 

in national development. 

 Economically, the country would move from stagnation 

to dynamic, inclusive growth. Sustainable job creation, 

skills development, and entrepreneurship would drive 

productivity and reduce unemployment, while improved 

infrastructure and innovation would enhance global 

competitiveness. 

 Politically, strengthened governance, accountability, and 

ethical leadership would restore public trust in state 

institutions, deepen democracy, and improve service 

delivery, especially at local government level. 

 Environmentally, South Africa would become a model 

of climate resilience and sustainable development, 

successfully transitioning to a low-carbon economy 

while protecting the most vulnerable communities from 

environmental harm. 

 Globally, South Africa would strengthen its standing as 

a leader in social justice, democratic governance, and 

sustainable development helping to shape continental 

priorities under the African Union’s Agenda 2063 and 

contributing meaningfully to the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

IN ESSENCE: 

―The South Africa We Want‖ is not just a vision—it is a 

national imperative. Its realisation would redefine the country as 

a place of hope, dignity, opportunity, and sustainability for present 

and future generations. 

CO-IMPACT OF ACHIEVING ―THE SOUTH AFRICA WE 

WANT‖ 

The realisation of ―The South Africa We Want‖ would generate 

widespread co-impact—meaning the collective and interlinked 

benefits that arise when multiple sectors, institutions, and 

communities work together toward shared development goals. 

 

Government and Civil Society 

 Strengthened partnerships between government and 

civil society organisations (CSOs) would improve 

service delivery, policy responsiveness, and democratic 

participation (Afrobarometer, 2023). 

 Co-creation of solutions would enhance accountability 

and rebuild trust in institutions, especially at the local 

level (Auditor-General SA, 2023). 

Public and Private Sector 

 Joint investment in infrastructure, green energy, digital 

innovation, and skills development would stimulate job 

creation and inclusive growth (PwC Strategy&, 2025; 

OECD, 2025). 

 Public-private partnerships (PPPs) would increase 

efficiency in delivering services and closing the 

implementation gap on national development plans. 

Academia, Research, and Policy 

 Collaborative research and evidence-based policy 

development would improve program design and ensure 

policies are grounded in data, community feedback, and 

real-world impact. 

 Universities and think tanks could help monitor, 

evaluate, and scale successful innovations in governance, 

health, and education. 

Communities and Local Government 

 Community-led development supported by empowered 

local governments would ensure that solutions reflect 

local needs, culture, and context. 

 Decentralised decision-making would make 

municipalities more agile and inclusive, improving 

outcomes in housing, water, sanitation, and safety (NPC, 

2012; AGSA, 2023). 

Youth, Women, and Marginalised Groups 

 When given equitable access to opportunities, youth and 

women become key drivers of innovation, 

entrepreneurship, and civic renewal. 

 Inclusive development policies would help address 

structural barriers while advancing gender equality, 

economic empowerment, and human rights (World Bank, 

2022; Gouws, 2019). 

National and Global Impact 

 South Africa’s transformation would serve as a model 

for inclusive governance and sustainable development 

across Africa and the Global South. 

 Positive ripple effects would include increased foreign 

direct investment, regional integration, and leadership in 

global development forums (AU Agenda 2063; SDG 

Progress Reports, 2023–2025). 

OVERALL CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

This study makes a significant scholarly and practical contribution 

by offering an integrated and future-focused framework for 

understanding and addressing South Africa’s most pressing 
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developmental challenges. It goes beyond problem diagnosis to 

present actionable, evidence-based strategies that align with 

national goals such as the National Development Plan (NDP) 

2030, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and the 

African Union’s Agenda 2063. 

By synthesising recent empirical data (2022–2025) with 

foundational theories on inequality, governance, and sustainability, 

the research contributes: 

 A multi-dimensional diagnostic model that captures the 

complex interplay between poverty, governance 

breakdown, youth exclusion, and environmental stress in 

post-apartheid South Africa. 

 A vision-driven policy framework that aligns ethical 

leadership, inclusive economic planning, and climate 

resilience with long-term national development priorities. 

 A theoretically grounded perspective that brings 

together structural inequality theory, good governance 

theory, developmental state theory, and sustainable 

development theory to inform systemic transformation. 

 A practical roadmap with recommendations for state 

institutions, civil society, the private sector, and 

international partners to co-create a socially just, 

economically vibrant, and environmentally resilient 

South Africa. 

 A renewed development narrative that repositions 

citizens especially youth, women, and marginalised 

communities—as active agents in shaping the country’s 

future. 

In essence, the study provides a conceptual and policy-oriented 

contribution toward reimagining South Africa as a state that lives 

up to its constitutional ideals: inclusive, accountable, 

developmental, and sustainable. 

IMPACT CONTRIBUTION 

Realising ―The South Africa We Want‖ would have a 

transformative impact on South Africa’s society, economy, 

governance, and environment. This study has shown that, while the 

country faces deeply rooted challenges such as structural 

inequality, institutional decay, youth unemployment, and 

environmental vulnerability—there remains a powerful opportunity 

for national renewal through inclusive and ethical development. 

The potential impact includes: 

 Empowered citizens who benefit from equitable access 

to education, jobs, and services; 

 Rebuilt trust in institutions through transparent 

governance and accountable leadership; 

 A more resilient economy capable of addressing youth 

joblessness and fostering entrepreneurship; 

 Sustainable environmental outcomes through a just 

energy transition and climate-responsive policies; 

 Social cohesion in a society that actively resists division, 

exclusion, and violence. 

This study concludes that the impact of fulfilling the vision lies not 

only in improved statistics or policy compliance but in creating a 

society where dignity, opportunity, and justice are real for all. Such 

a transformation will require collective will, systemic reform, and a 

sustained commitment to ethical leadership and participatory 

governance. 

Ultimately, the impact of ―The South Africa We Want‖ is a nation 

that works for everyone where hope is restored, trust is rebuilt, and 

the constitutional promise of a democratic, just, and equal society 

is fulfilled. 

STRATEGIC DIRECTION FOR SOUTH AFRICA 

To overcome its current challenges and build a more inclusive, 

just, and sustainable society, South Africa must pursue a bold, 

people-centered, and future-focused direction across five 

interconnected pillars: 

Deepen Democratic Governance and Accountability 

 Rebuild public institutions by investing in ethical 

leadership, transparency, and zero tolerance for 

corruption. 

 Strengthen local government through skills 

development, adequate resourcing, and community 

oversight. 

 Promote participatory governance, allowing citizens 

especially youth and marginalized groups—to have a 

voice in decision-making. 

South Africa‘s democratic potential cannot be fully 

realized without credible institutions and public trust.‖ – 

Zondo Commission (2022); Auditor-General (2023) 

Drive Inclusive Economic Transformation 

 Reform industrial policy to diversify the economy and 

expand job creation in sectors like green energy, 

manufacturing, agriculture, and ICT. 

 Support small businesses and township economies 

with access to finance, skills, and markets. 

 Implement redistributive policies such as land reform, 

public employment programs, and wealth taxation to 

reduce inequality. 

Inclusive growth must close the gap between rich and 

poor—not just grow the economy. – World Bank (2022); 

OECD (2025) 

Empower Youth, Women, and Marginalised Groups 

 Tackle youth unemployment through demand-driven 

skills development, entrepreneurship support, and digital 

innovation hubs. 

 Promote gender equality in leadership, workplaces, and 

communities, and invest in eradicating gender-based 

violence. 

 Create pathways for rural and informal communities 

to access state services and economic opportunities. 

No sustainable future is possible without the 

empowerment of those historically excluded. – Statistics 

South Africa (2025); Gouws (2019) 

Ensure Energy Security and Climate Resilience 



MRS Journal of Arts, Humanities and Literature .Vol-2, Iss-7 (July): 81-94 

91 

 Accelerate the just energy transition by investing in 

renewables, modernising infrastructure, and protecting 

coal-reliant communities. 

 Adopt climate-resilient policies in urban planning, 

water security, and agriculture. 

 Support green innovation and local manufacturing as 

engines for sustainable development and job creation. 

Environmental justice must be at the core of economic 

transformation. – Swilling et al. (2022); Energy Council 

SA (2024) 

Cultivate Social Cohesion and National Unity 

 Foster a new social compact built on Ubuntu, mutual 

respect, and shared responsibility. 

 Invest in quality basic services, community safety, and 

restorative justice to reduce social fragmentation. 

 Address xenophobia and racism through education, 

dialogue, and inclusive narratives. 

The South Africa we want‖ must be united in diversity 

and grounded in dignity for all. – Afrobarometer (2023); 

National Development Plan (NPC, 2012) 

South Africa must take a direction defined by ethical governance, 

inclusive development, empowered youth, ecological justice, and 

social unity. 

STRATEGIC DIRECTION FOR SOUTH AFRICA: A PATH 

TOWARD INCLUSIVE AND SUSTAINABLE 

TRANSFORMATION 

Rebuild Ethical and Capable Governance 

South Africa must urgently restore institutional integrity, 

strengthen public administration, and root out corruption to rebuild 

public trust and ensure effective service delivery. 

 Strengthen oversight institutions such as the Auditor-

General, National Prosecuting Authority, and Public 

Protector. 

 Professionalise the public service through merit-based 

appointments and performance accountability (PSC, 

2024; Zondo Commission, 2022). 

 Enhance participatory democracy, ensuring citizens 

are meaningfully involved in governance. 

―Weak institutions breed inequality, erode democracy, 

and hinder long-term development.‖ – Acemoglu & 

Robinson (2012); Gumede (2022) 

Advance Inclusive Economic Transformation 

The economy must shift from extractive, elite-driven growth 

toward a people-centered, inclusive model that tackles 

unemployment, inequality, and poverty. 

 Support SMMEs, township, and rural economies 

through finance access, regulatory reform, and 

infrastructure (ILO, 2023; Bhorat et al., 2023). 

 Implement land reform and equitable access to 

productive assets, particularly for youth and women in 

agriculture (Hall & Ntsebeza, 2007). 

 Invest in job-rich sectors like manufacturing, 

agriculture, renewable energy, and the care economy. 

Inclusive growth must combine redistribution, 

productivity, and justice.‖ – Piketty (2014); World Bank 

(2022); OECD (2025) 

Empower Youth, Women, and Vulnerable Populations 

Addressing the youth bulge and gender inequalities is critical for 

sustainable development and social stability. 

 Expand youth-targeted training and employment 

initiatives, such as YES and NYDA programs (Stats SA, 

2025). 

 Increase investments in early childhood development 

(ECD), mental health, and GBV prevention (UNICEF, 

2024; Gouws, 2019). 

 Foster civic education, digital literacy, and leadership 

development for active youth participation in democratic 

life. 

―Youth must not be seen as a risk—but as an 

opportunity.‖ – African Union Agenda 2063 (2020); 

Seekings & Nattrass (2005) 

Build a Climate-Resilient and Energy-Secure Future 

South Africa must transition away from coal dependency and 

embed environmental justice in its development model. 

 Accelerate renewable energy deployment while 

protecting workers and communities in fossil fuel 

regions (Swilling & Annecke, 2012; Energy Council SA, 

2024). 

 Integrate climate adaptation into urban and rural 

planning, focusing on food systems, water security, and 

disaster risk reduction. 

 Foster green innovation and local manufacturing 

through incentives and education. 

―Just transitions must ensure no one is left behind.‖ – 

IPCC (2022); The Guardian, 2025 

Deepen Social Cohesion and Democratic Citizenship 

The country must heal from its divided past by fostering a unified 

national identity grounded in Ubuntu, equality, and shared 

responsibility. 

 Implement nationwide civic education and 

reconciliation programs, especially in schools and 

workplaces (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 

1998; Afrobarometer, 2023). 

 Combat xenophobia, racism, and gender-based 

violence through inclusive laws, public campaigns, and 

community engagement (Moffett, 2021). 

 Revitalise arts, sports, and cultural expression as tools 

for youth engagement and unity. 

―Social cohesion is the foundation of a resilient 

democracy.‖ – Alexander (2004); OECD (2025) 

Align with Global and Continental Development Agendas 



MRS Journal of Arts, Humanities and Literature .Vol-2, Iss-7 (July): 81-94 

92 

South Africa must align domestic policies with the National 

Development Plan (NDP) 2030, African Union Agenda 2063, 

and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

 Improve intergovernmental coordination and policy 

coherence to fast-track implementation (NPC, 2012). 

 Leverage regional cooperation and trade through 

platforms like AfCFTA to boost growth and regional 

stability. 

 Champion Pan-African solidarity, peacebuilding, and 

innovation through foreign policy and soft power. 

―Africa‘s development depends on ethical leadership, 

solidarity, and strategic investment in people.‖ – AU 

Commission (2020); UNDP (2023) 

Conclusion: A Unified and Purpose-Driven Path 

To become the country envisioned in its Constitution, South 

Africa must boldly pivot from reactive governance to proactive, 

inclusive, and sustainable nation-building. This will require cross-

sector collaboration, courageous leadership, and unwavering 

commitment to the values of dignity, equality, and justice. 

Summary of Direction: 

Pillar Strategic Focus 

Governance Ethical leadership, transparency, public trust 

Economy Inclusive growth, job creation, SMME support 

Social Development 
Youth & gender empowerment, education, 

health 

Environment & 

Energy 
Just energy transition, climate adaptation 

Social Cohesion 
Ubuntu, unity, diversity, participatory 

democracy 

Global Alignment 
NDP, SDGs, Agenda 2063, regional trade and 

diplomacy 

South Africa today stands at a critical juncture. Despite the 

democratic gains made since 1994, the country continues to 

grapple with deep-rooted challenges that threaten social cohesion, 

economic growth, and democratic governance. The vision of "The 

South Africa We Want" must be grounded in the realities of today 

but driven by a transformative and inclusive agenda. Here’s a 

breakdown of key current challenges and how they shape the 

vision for a better South Africa: 

Economic Inequality and Unemployment 

Current Challenge: 

South Africa has one of the highest levels of income inequality in 

the world, with youth unemployment exceeding 60% in some 

regions. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 A country where economic opportunities are accessible 

to all, particularly youth and historically disadvantaged 

groups. 

 An inclusive economy driven by entrepreneurship, skills 

development, and reindustrialisation. 

 Robust support for small businesses and township 

economies. 

Corruption and Poor Governance 

Current Challenge: 

Widespread corruption has eroded public trust in government 

institutions, while service delivery protests signal deep 

dissatisfaction with local governance. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 A clean, ethical, and transparent government that serves 

the people. 

 Strong accountability mechanisms and empowered 

Chapter 9 institutions. 

 Civil society actively engaged in governance. 

Crime and Safety 

Current Challenge: 

High levels of violent crime, gender-based violence (GBV), and 

weak policing undermine the rule of law and public safety. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 Safe communities with a trusted, professional, and 

community-oriented police service. 

 Effective crime prevention strategies, including youth 

empowerment and restorative justice. 

 An efficient justice system that protects victims and 

rehabilitates offenders. 

Education and Skills 

Current Challenge: 

A dysfunctional basic education system and misalignment between 

tertiary education and job market demands. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 Quality education from early childhood to tertiary levels. 

 Education that equips learners with digital, 

entrepreneurial, and critical thinking skills. 

 Strong TVET (technical and vocational education and 

training) institutions aligned with industry needs. 

Service Delivery and Infrastructure 

Current Challenge: 

Failing municipalities, load shedding, water shortages, and poor 

transport infrastructure hinder quality of life and economic 

development. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 Efficient and accountable municipalities delivering 

water, sanitation, electricity, and waste services. 

 Reliable public infrastructure and sustainable energy. 

 Smart, climate-resilient cities and rural areas. 

Social Cohesion and Nation-Building 

Current Challenge: 
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Persistent racial, ethnic, and class divisions, xenophobia, and social 

unrest threaten unity. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 A united and inclusive society that embraces diversity 

and respects human rights. 

 Strong civic identity and pride in being South African. 

 A culture of tolerance, Ubuntu, and active citizenship. 

Environmental Sustainability and Climate Resilience 

Current Challenge: 

South Africa is highly vulnerable to climate change, with 

increasing droughts, floods, and environmental degradation. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 A green economy with just energy transitions that do not 

leave anyone behind. 

 Sustainable land use, biodiversity conservation, and 

climate-resilient farming. 

 Empowered communities participating in environmental 

stewardship. 

Health and Human Development 

Current Challenge: 

Public healthcare remains under-resourced, with significant 

inequalities between private and public systems. 

The South Africa We Want: 

 Universal access to quality healthcare through National 

Health Insurance (NHI). 

 Holistic well-being that includes mental health, nutrition, 

and preventive care. 

 Investment in primary healthcare and rural health 

services. 

CONCLUSION 

This study set out to explore the critical question of what is 

required to build ―The South Africa We Want‖ a society rooted in 

justice, equality, inclusion, and sustainability. The analysis reveals 

that while South Africa has made strides since the dawn of 

democracy, it continues to grapple with deep-seated structural 

inequalities, widespread poverty, high youth unemployment, and 

weakened institutional integrity. These challenges are compounded 

by energy insecurity, climate change, and growing public 

disillusionment with governance. Drawing on recent data and 

grounded in relevant theoretical frameworks, the study identified 

key drivers of national underperformance such as persistent 

corruption, a skills mismatch, and spatial exclusion and highlighted 

the urgent need for participatory governance, ethical leadership, 

and inclusive economic growth. Through a multidimensional lens, 

it demonstrated that meaningful transformation is not only possible 

but essential. 

The conclusion is clear: achieving ―The South Africa We 

Want‖ is not merely a political or economic ambition it is a 

constitutional and moral imperative. To fulfil this vision, South 

Africa must prioritise structural reforms that promote equity and 

accountability, foster youth and community empowerment, and 

enable a sustainable future for all. Above all, this transformation 

requires a shared national commitment among government, civil 

society, the private sector, and ordinary citizens to co-create a 

country defined not by its past divisions, but by its collective 

aspirations for justice, dignity, and prosperity. 

"The South Africa We Want" is a country where dignity, 

equality, justice, and opportunity are real and lived experiences for 

all who reside in it. To achieve this, South Africa must embrace 

ethical leadership, community-driven development, sustainable 

policies, and accountable institutions. The path forward must be 

collective—built by government, civil society, business, and the 

people together. 
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