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What role does horizontal social inequality play for political protest in middle income 

countries? We argue that public social service provision is an important driver of state 

perceptions. When a state fails to deliver services in an equitable manner, trust in institutions 

erodes and protest becomes more likely. We use a mixed methods design to investigate this 

argument in South Africa. First, we combine police event records with census data to estimate 

correlations between service inequality and protests. Second, we draw on an opinion survey 

with 27,000 respondents to investigate the suggested mechanism linking social inequality to 

protest through political attitudes. Third, we focus on qualitative protest accounts in two areas 

identified by a matching approach to assess the plausibility of our quantitative findings. 

Throughout these analyses we document a robust association between horizontal social 

inequality and protest.  
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1. Introduction 

In August 2015 the city of Beirut was rocked by waves of protest: "We want power, we want 

water, we don't want rubbish in the streets. We want these politicians to get lost." (Al-Araby 

2015). Similar claims were made when protests erupted in dozens of Brazilian cities in 2013: 

“Delivering on growth and employment is no longer good enough. Voters will increasingly 

hold their leaders accountable to improve the quality of public services such as health, 

education, transport and crime prevention.” (Garman and Young 2015). So called “service 

delivery protests” have also become increasingly frequent in South Africa: “After 20 years, 

after the failure to address specific demands, the dissatisfaction is becoming generalized." 

(Serino 2014). 

These examples illustrate three important points: First, they highlight the relevance of 

basic service provision – such as sanitation or electricity – as trigger of protest. Second, public 

service related anger has strong potential to transform into more general political grievances 

regarding government accountability and responsiveness. Third, public service protests play a 

prominent role in countries such as Lebanon, Brazil and South Africa in which citizens enjoy 

relatively high service levels compared to the population of poorer countries. 

In this paper, we argue that service inequality represents an important but largely 

neglected source of grievances in middle income countries. Although recent research on 

protest and violence highlights the role of “horizontal inequalities” across regions and groups, 

most studies focus on economic and political inequality and largely neglect a third crucial 

dimension: horizontal social inequalities. According to Frances Stewart, horizontal 

inequalities are multidimensional: they comprise political, economic, and social elements. The 

first refers to political participation. The economic dimension covers the distribution of assets, 

income and employment. Horizontal social inequalities refer to unequal social outcomes such 

as life expectancy, infant and child mortality, educational attainment, and access to services 
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across groups that differ in terms of geographical, behavioral, language, or physical 

characteristics (Stewart 2000; Stewart 2002).  

We argue that this latter type of inequality is particularly relevant in countries where 

aggregate socio-economic development is relatively high. In contrast to low income countries, 

middle income countries have typically seen considerable socio-economic improvements with 

the state becoming more noticeable as an agent of development in people’s lives. With 

increasing resources, states typically increase investments into public service systems. The 

broadening of development priorities in national discourses creates expectations among the 

poor. Persisting service inequality provides a blatant sign to the populations that the state is 

not able or willing to meet these expectations in an equitable manner. This cannot only trigger 

protest about services but it can also undermine state and government legitimacy and, by 

extension, increase the general willingness to protest. This does not mean that horizontal 

social inequalities may not also be relevant in high or low income countries, but we assume 

that middle income countries combine characteristics that make them particularly prone to 

protests emanating from service inequalities: high, or increasing, expectations coupled with 

ineffective delivery. 

We investigate associations between service inequality and protest in one specific 

middle income country: South Africa. We draw on three main sources for our quantitative and 

qualitative analyses: first, we combine detailed data on crowd control events from the South 

African Police Service's Incident Registration with information on service-inequality 

computed from the 2001 and 2011 South African population censuses to estimate correlations 

between horizontal social inequality and protest at the level of the country’s 1116 police 

districts. Second, we draw on a massive opinion survey with more than 27,000 respondents 

undertaken by the Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO) in 2013 to investigate the 

suggested mechanism linking horizontal service-inequality to protest through decreasing 

political trust. Finally, using a nearest neighbor matching approach, we identify two 
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comparable administrative units in the Gauteng province to further assess the plausibility of 

the mechanism. Throughout the three empirical approaches we find consistent evidence for a 

substantive association between service inequality, state perceptions and protest in line with 

our theoretical argument.  

Our paper contributes to research on the role of inequality in protest in two main 

respects: first, we propose and find evidence for a mechanism that links horizontal social 

inequality to protest: people blame the state for service deprivation which undermines 

confidence in state institutions and increases willingness to participate in protest against the 

state more generally. Second, we develop an argument as to why horizontal social inequalities 

are likely to be more relevant drivers of protest in middle income countries than economic 

inequality or measures of absolute deprivation. We empirically demonstrate that the effects of 

service inequality do in fact outperform conventional measures of poverty and income 

inequality as predictors of protest highlighting the need for a broader-based conception of 

relative deprivation in analyses of protest.  

   

2. Previous Research and Findings 

Two contending perspectives dominate the debate on factors driving protest and violence: 

grievance-based explanations highlight motives for mobilization such as absolute and relative 

deprivation. The opportunity-focused approach, on the other hand, stresses costs and 

prospects of collective action. The following paragraphs briefly review standard arguments 

and empirical findings on both perspectives.1  

The grievance-based perspective has its roots in social psychology. It highlights that 

effective mobilization is likely to occur when people feel deprived and frustrated with the 

status quo. In particular, feelings of deprivation and frustration are created if there is a gap 

between people’s expectations and their actual achievements. Expectations may be formed in 

different ways: when individuals compare their own economic, political or social situation 
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with that of other individuals within their ingroup, when they compare their own group’s 

status with that of other groups, or when they compare their current situation with previous 

ones (Runciman 1966). Feelings of relative deprivation then provide powerful motives for 

collective action (Gurr 1970). While a large of body of research in social psychology supports 

the explanatory power of relative deprivation for a variety of outcomes (see overview in 

Smith et al. 2012), empirical studies outside the lab have largely failed to uncover a direct and 

systematic relation between deprivation and conflict or protest (see among others Collier and 

Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003; DiPasquale and Glaeser 1998).  

These findings have contributed to the rise of opportunity-focused explanations. Most 

notably, critics of grievance-related arguments stress that grievances are just too widespread 

to explain comparatively rare instances of political mobilization (Oberschall 1978; Tilly 1978; 

Skocpol 1979). The general argument is that costs, opportunities, and the efficacy of 

mobilization rather than grievances explain variation in the occurrence of protest with 

research focusing on factors such as government openness, state capacity or the resources and 

strategies of social movements (see overviews in Meyer 2004 and van Zomeren, Postmes, and 

Spears 2008). A number of empirical studies support the argument that political opportunities 

and resource availability play an essential role in the occurrence of violence and protest (see 

among others Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003). Yet, again, empirical 

results are far from painting a clear picture (see Meyer 2004).  

Several authors argue that conceptualization and measurement rather than faulty 

theoretical premises may account for the lack of clear evidence on any of the two major 

theoretical arguments (see for example Meyer 2004; Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch 2014; 

Østby 2013). In this paper, we will follow up on and attempt to improve the theoretical clarity 

of grievance-centered explanations. This specific focus does not mean that we dismiss the role 

of opportunity and feasibility but that we base our key argument on the assumption that 
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variation in social horizontal inequality can account for variation in protest occurrence under 

similar political opportunity structures.    

It appears indeed to be the case that measurement is a source of diverging findings in 

grievance research. Much of the research that finds no effect of deprivation on political 

mobilization measures deprivation either in absolute terms (e.g. a country’s poverty rate) or in 

terms of inter-personal inequality, whereas findings in social psychology show that inter-

group inequalities are more likely to generate collective action (see Smith et al. 2012). More 

recent studies on protest and violence in the grievance perspective have therefore started to 

focus on “horizontal inequality” (Stewart 2000; Stewart 2002) between regional, ethnic or 

religious groups rather than on “vertical inequality” between individuals. Such horizontal 

inequalities can come in various forms, relating to political participation, economic conditions 

or social conditions in terms of access to basic services (Stewart 2002). Emerging empirical 

studies on horizontal inequality have focused on political and economic deprivation  finding 

indeed that it can explain variation in the occurrence of collective action (see for example 

Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch 2014; Murshed and Gates 2005; Østby 2008). In contrast, 

the role of a third dimension of horizontal inequality, namely variation in the access to basic 

social services, has received little attention in empirical research thus far.  

Some recent studies on protest and violence indicate that deprivation of state-

sponsored public basic services such as electricity, water, or education may constitute a 

relevant source of protest event though these papers focus on absolute measures of delivery   

(e.g. Cornell and Grimes 2015 on Latin America and De Juan and Pierskalla 2014 on South 

Sudan). To the best of our knowledge, only one previous study has explicitly dealt with social 

inequality in an empirical study: Gudrun Østby (2008) finds inequality in terms of education 

to be relevant for mobilization. She focusses, however, on civil war rather than on peaceful 

and violent protest.  
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3. Grievances, Blame Attribution, and Protest  

With this study, we want to contribute to research on horizontal inequality. Specifically, we 

want to highlight the role of social inequalities in terms of relative deprivation from state 

sponsored services as an essential driver of grievances and collective action. Drawing on 

social-psychology and social movement research we argue that among the two suggested 

material dimensions of horizontal inequalities – economic and social – the latter should be 

considered more conducive to collective action in middle income countries because the state 

is more readily blamed for this type of inequality.  

3.1. Links between Grievances and Protest 

Our starting point is the observation of a conceptual leap between standard deprivation 

measures and engagement in protest. Deprivation has mostly been operationalized with 

absolute poverty and development measures, individual-level income dissimilarity (i.e. the 

Gini index) as well as – more recently – proxies for group-level economic inequality (see 

Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch 2014 for a systematic discussion). Protest, however, 

predominantly targets the state as the central object of claims (Van Dyke, Soule, and Taylor 

2004; Walker, Martin, and McCarthy 2008; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). It is not 

evident, how exactly economic individual, inter-personal or inter-group conditions are linked 

to state-society conflict as manifested in popular protest against local or national 

governments. If people are poor (or poorer than others), why should they express their 

grievances in political protests that address state actors and institutions? In short, we argue 

that this approach lacks an explicit theory about the mechanisms by which such economic 

conditions translate into state-centered grievances that then trigger protest activity targeting 

the state. 

Closing this theoretical gap requires additional assumptions on blame attribution that 

are rarely explicitly addressed by empirical studies on peaceful and violent protest. Research 

on social movements shows that individuals and groups are more likely to protest when they 
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can attribute blame for a problem to a clearly identifiable source and when they can identify 

actors or institutions capable of redressing their grievances (Benford and Snow 2000; Gamson 

1975). This implies that for economic deprivation actually triggering protest against the state 

people must be convinced that the state is responsible for income inequality and that the state 

is able to end it (Javeline 2009). Such a link receives, however, little support by social 

psychology research . A number of studies demonstrate that many people either accept 

personal responsibility for their  economic situation or attribute it to fundamental structural 

conditions or highlight fate, bad luck or transcendent causes rather than to state actors, 

institutions or policies (Ige and Nekhwevha 2012; Narayan-Parker 1997; Shepelak and Alwin 

1986; Kluegel and Smith 1986). Such diffuse and fatalistic blame attribution creates feelings 

of powerlessness and inevitability reducing rather than increasing people’s sense of injustice 

and willingness to mobilize (van der Toorn et al. 2015; Pellicer, Piraino, and Wegner 2014; 

Javeline 2009). A much smaller share of the population tends to directly blame the 

government for its absolute or relative economic deprivation (Smith and Stone 1989; Iyengar 

1989; Narayan-Parker 1997).  

These findings underscore the theoretical gap between general economic measures of 

deprivation and political protest. Frustration resulting from poverty and unemployment may 

create anger against state institutions in some cases. In many others, however, blame is 

attributed in a way that is not conducive to mobilization.  

  

3.2. Service Inequality and Protest 

Our main theoretical argument highlights that service inequality can undermine state and 

government legitimacy and thereby increase the likelihood of protest. This argument rests on 

the contention that the dissatisfaction with the service delivery is more likely to produce anger 

against state institutions than dissatisfaction with people’s economic situation. We argue that 

this is the case for two main reasons. First, basic services constitute a form of direct 
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interaction between the individual and the state’s institutions and actors.” (Brinkerhoff, 

Wetterberg, and Dunn 2012) and the state is more easily identified as the main culprit of 

people’s deprivation of state-sponsored services. As argued in the introduction, this holds 

particularly true for middle-income countries that explicitly portray themselves as 

“developmental states” with a strong public agenda of improving people’s living conditions 

through the broad-based expansion of basic services.  

Second, contrary to eradicating poverty, providing access to services is a rather 

technical and visible act, related to the construction of infrastructures and the deployment of 

personnel. Consequently, solutions to service deprivation are much more easily identified. 

People see schools being built or neighborhoods being connected to electricity grids in some 

areas, testifying to the state’s general capability of improving access to services and 

reinforcing frustrations related to the state’s negligence of other areas. Again, feelings of 

injustice are being reinforced by situations typical to many middle-income countries where 

states announce the expansion of basic services, raising expectations but then being unable to 

serve the whole population (see De Juan and Pierskalla 2014 for a similar argument).  

Importantly, survey-based studies on the relationship between service delivery, 

poverty and political perceptions lend credibility to our basic argument. Research shows that 

the access and quality of basic services is often strongly correlated with people’s assessment 

of state institutions. A study on Colombia, for instance, indicates that perceptions of 

improvements in government service delivery during the last year have a positive impact on 

both trust and approval ratings of local government representatives (Guerrero 2011). 

Similarly, survey research on Nepal finds a service delivery index to be highly and positively 

correlated with measures of political trust (Askvik and Dhakal 2011). In contrast, these 

studies do not find consistent effects of poverty or other forms of economic well-being on 

trust or government perceptions.  
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 Importantly, these studies also suggest a specific indirect causal mechanism through 

which service deprivation increases the likelihood of protest. Apart from creating frustrations 

that may directly lead to actual “service delivery protests”, service deprivation can negatively 

affect people’s more general attitudes towards the state and increase the state’s overall 

“vulnerability” to mobilization and protest. A state that is held responsible for not effectively 

caring for the most basic needs of the population will also be more easily identified as the 

main culprit for other grievances. Any protest frames blaming the state for lack of 

responsiveness and accountability will therefore resonate more effectively in the light of 

people’s more general assessment of state institutions, thereby increasing the overall 

probability of resulting in protest against the state.    

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

Figure 1 schematically represents our argument and the hypotheses we propose for empirical 

investigation. First, our main hypothesis is that the probability of protest increases with higher 

levels of horizontal service inequality (H1). Second, we propose a hypothesis about the 

mechanism by which horizontal service inequality leads to higher protest: higher levels of 

horizontal service inequality increase the probability of distrust in state institutions which  

increases the likelihood of protest (H2).  

We investigate these hypotheses using a mixed method approach that combines the 

analysis of administrative data, of public opinion data, and of qualitative protest accounts. 

While we examine the first hypothesis across all three analyses, each of them has additional 

strengths. In the analysis based on administrative data on protests and socio-economic 

characteristics we are additionally able to evaluate the relative role of social (service) 

inequality and economic inequality as predictors of protest. Moreover, using a wealth of 

administrative data, we are able to account for a number of potential confounding factors. In 

the analysis based on public opinion data, we are able to explore the two correlations we 

would expect from hypothesis 2, namely that inequality correlates positively with government 
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satisfaction and that government satisfaction correlates negatively with protest. In the final 

analysis of protest accounts, the entire mechanism in hypothesis 2 is evaluated, namely 

whether protesters link protest engagement to dissatisfaction with government as a result of 

service inequality. We believe that not only investigating the main hypothesis from different 

angles but also making use of the relative strengths of the respective data formats is a useful 

application of a mixed methods perspective. Before we proceed to introduce the data and 

detailed empirical strategy of our analysis, the next section introduces our empirical case.     

 

4. South Africa 

We investigate our hypotheses using South Africa as empirical example. This case is 

particularly well suited for our analysis in two main respects. First and foremost, we consider 

South Africa a “typical” case with respect to the puzzle we seek to investigate: it is a middle 

income country with a comparatively high level of aggregate socio-economic development 

compared to regional averages, having one of the highest GDP per capita on the African 

continental mainland (see data from World DataBank). At the same time, however, South 

Africa has also experienced a particularly high number of peaceful and violent protests. 

According to the “Social Conflict Analysis Database” (SCAD) (Salehyan et al. 2012) only 

Nigeria, Egypt and Libya display higher counts of violent and peaceful protest events over the 

past decade. Thus, focusing on the case of South Africa allows us to investigate what factors 

explain high levels of protest under the aggregate conditions of relatively high economic 

development and growth.  

The other African countries that display the specific combination of above-average 

GDP per capita and above-average numbers of protest are Tunisia, Libya, Algeria, Morocco 

and Egypt. While all of these countries may constitute interesting cases – most notably with 

respect to investigating the drivers of protest waves in 2011 –reliable and fine-grained socio-

economic and protest data is impossible to obtain for these countries.2  Indeed, as we will 
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discuss below, our second main reason for focusing on South Africa is the availability of 

highly disaggregated information on service delivery, violent and peaceful protest as well as 

on public opinion that is particularly rare in its level of detail and quality.  

 

4.1 Service Delivery and Protest in South Africa 

Present-day South Africa inherited massive levels of inequality from the Apartheid era. 

During Apartheid, the government put most resources in “white areas” that had service 

delivery levels akin to Western Europe with only little investment in black neighborhoods that 

lacked access to healthcare and education and basic services such as water, electricity or 

sewerage. This was especially acute in the so-called homelands, into which the Apartheid 

regime forcibly moved African blacks not required for the white economy (Horrell 1973).  

When Apartheid ended in 1994, citizens had high expectations about the economic 

pay-offs of the political transition. Since then, the country’s massive investment service 

delivery improved absolute access to basic services across South Africa. According to the 

latest population census in 2011, the biggest improvements were in terms of electricity, with 

85% of households having access, compared to 60% in 1996. Access to water and sanitation 

also increased, with around 70% and 60% of households having access to these two respective 

services in 2011, compared to 60% and 50% in 1996 (see Statistics South Africa 2005 and 

SANews.gov.za 2013). 

In spite of the government’s explicit development agenda, social protest against the 

lack of services has gained in importance after the end of the Apartheid regime. Over the last 

decade, a high number of violent and long-lasting service delivery protests attracted a lot of 

attention by researchers and the media. As most of the literature is qualitative and uses 

newspaper sources to document specific protests (such as for example Booysen 2007; 

Alexander 2010; Atkinson 2007), the motives underlying these protests have not been 

systematically studied. In turn, a variety of reasons for protest has been suggested including 
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poor service delivery, lack of accountability, , unfulfilled expectations, as well as comparative 

poverty and inequality of access to services.  

Some of the South African protest literature seeks to quantify protests over time, 

relying either on the coding of media articles (Hirsch 2010; De Visser and Powell 2012) or on 

aggregate figures from the police that are reported occasionally in replies to parliamentary 

questions (e.g. Alexander 2010). Three trends emerge from this literature: 1) protest has been 

increasing since the mid-2000s, 2) the share of violent protests has been increasing, and 3) 

service delivery protest correlates positively with service delivery levels.  

The joint increase in access to services and protest in South Africa appears puzzling at 

first sight. Certainly, the government has invested substantial resources into the rolling out of 

basic services and these resources have produced tangible increases in the share of connected 

households. Why, then, have we seen such a substantial increase in protests? The explanation 

explored in this paper focusses on horizontal inequality in service delivery. 

 

4.2 Horizontal Inequality in South Africa 

Horizontal inequality is a relational concept that assumes that people tend to identify with 

specific regional, ethnic or religious groups and compare their own group’s status to that of 

other groups (Stewart 2002). Thus, we need to define what constitutes a “relevant” group 

identity and what defines the reference group against which people contrast their group’s 

situation. For South Africa, we opt for a spatial definition of groups, that is we take the local 

communities as groups and assume their reference point to be neighboring 

communities/neighborhoods. Although “race”, i.e. the population groups defined by the 

Apartheid regime (African Black, Coloured, Indian/Asian, White) is doubtlessly a salient 

identity dimension in South Africa, we believe that our small scale groups are a more useful 

measure. First, race is by no means the only relevant identity dimension with surveys showing 

that local communities in South Africa are important sources of identity. For example, the 
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latest World Values Survey shows that 90% of South Africans agree or agree strongly with the 

statement “I see myself as part of my local community”. Second, because neighbourhoods are 

generally racially homogenous and subplace boundaries thus coincide with “racial 

boundaries”, our measure is additionally able to capture racial inequality in access.3 Lastly, 

analyses of census data have shown that intra-race inequality has been increasing strongly in 

post-Apartheid South Africa while inequality between races has been decreasing (Leibbrandt 

et al. 2009).  Thus, if we were focusing on race-based inequality alone we would certainly 

miss an essential dimension of inequality – uneven access to services across neighborhoods 

with similar race composition. 

We rule out comparisons across more distant regions because, as argued above, we 

believe that exposure is essential in explaining how deprivation creates grievances. Inequality 

will create frustrations among the disadvantaged only if they are directly exposed to the 

privileges of others. As Marx highlights: “A house may be large or small; as long as the 

neighboring houses are likewise small, it satisfies all social requirements for a residence. But 

let there arise next to the little house a palace, and the little house shrinks to a hut.” (Marx, 

1847/1935, cited from Smith et al. 2012).  

 

5. Correlations between Inequality and Protest 

We begin by examining the broad correlations between horizontal social inequality, and 

protest in South Africa. Peaceful and violent protest is measured with data on crowd control 

events from the South African police. Inequality in service delivery and income, absolute 

levels of service delivery, and a number of control variables are constructed from subplace 

tables of the South African population census 2011. All data are aggregated at the level of the 

police district (n=1116). We have chosen these districts as main units of analysis for pragmatic 

rather than for any substantive reasons. Police districts are not meaningful for our analysis in 

themselves but they constitute the smallest level at which most protest events are being 
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reported. We address potential Modifiable Areal Unit Problems (MAUP) emanating from our 

specific choice by replicating our main analysis on the level of individual households (see 

section 6 below). 

 

5.1. Outcome Variables  

We obtained detailed data on crowd control events from the South African Police Service's 

Incident Registration Information Service (IRIS). Data in this database are entered by local 

police after gatherings involving more than 15 participants. The database contains the data 

and location of the event, as well as information on whether the event was peaceful or violent. 

In addition, the database contains an event coding by the SA police (e.g. “labour dispute” or 

“dissatisfied with housing”) and detailed notes on the intervention. Most of the indicated 

locations are the names of police districts, the remainder was recorded at a higher or lower 

level (either municipalities or census subplaces).4 Peaceful events are those involving “co-

operation with the convenor”, in events classified as violent, police forces “intervene to make 

arrests or [...] use force” (Minister of Police, Republic of South Africa 2010).  

We only use IRIS data on events in the three years following the 2011 census. We 

recoded the data into four broad categories, namely protest related to service delivery, 

elections, identity, or generally against the state. The first comprise all events related to 

general dissatisfaction with basic services, service charges or the suspension of services (2782 

events between 2011 and 2013). The second category refers to events in the context of voter 

registration, election campaigns or actual votes (1300 events). The third event type includes 

events related to ethnic and racial conflict as well as to Xenophobia more generally (136 

events). Finally, we aggregate all events that are directed against state policies and actions 

broadly defined: for example attacks on state security forces, demands of resignation of 

councilors, resistance against court decisions or against the educational system (2024 events). 

In addition to the total number of violent or peaceful events, the outcome variables thus 
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consist of the number of events in these categories. Because of the highly skewed distribution 

of events, we use the log of events in the main analysis. Results are, however, robust to using 

the absolute number of protests instead.  

We believe that these data are particularly well-suited for an analysis into the role of 

grievances in motivating protest. The dataset contains a high number of low-intensity events 

due to the low coding thresholds of a minimum of 15 participants per event. Consequently, 

factors highlighted in opportunity-centered explanations of protest (i.e. the repressive capacity 

of the state) are certainly less relevant in determining spatial patterns of protest requiring little 

organizational capacities.  

Our confidence in data reliability is quite high. If political incentives existed, these 

would go in the direction of underreporting. However, the massive number of events reported 

in these data makes this rather unlikely. Importantly, there are no clear incentives for 

misreporting from the side of a particular police district, i.e misreporting in a non-random 

way. Moreover, the protest figures have repeatedly been requested in parliamentary questions 

and thus receive a certain degree of political scrutiny.   

 

5.2. Explanatory Variables  

We focus on service inequality as key explanatory variable. It is calculated from the 2011 

South African population census. We consider four types of access to services: access to 

electricity (electricity as main source of lightning), access to sanitation (flush and ventilated 

improved pit toilets), access to trash removal (with the municipality collecting trash once per 

week), and access to water (piped water inside the house or yard). We first create a measure of 

absolute service delivery levels gauged by the share of households in a given police district 

having access to such improved services. Access to these services is highly correlated (r >0.5) 

and we opt for a service index that is the mean of these four access variables.5  
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We measure inequality in service delivery between census subplaces constituting a 

police district using a “dissimilarity index” (Duncan and Duncan 1955). The dissimilarity 

index is typically used to gauge the extent of residential race segregation but has recently been 

proposed to measure inequality in access to water and sanitation (Yu et al. 2014). It is 

calculated as follows: 

 

where wi ( nwi) is the population with (without) access to services of the ith area, in our case a 

census subplace, W (NW) is the total population with (without) access to services of the larger 

geographic entity for which the dissimilarity index is being calculated, in our case the area of 

a police district. Its value can be interpreted as the share of people that would have to move in 

order to gain an equal distribution. It takes a value of zero if the different sub places making 

up the larger area have the identical share of access to services and a value of one if access is 

fully uneven.6 

The resulting variables for the inequality in the delivery of electricity, sanitation, water 

and trash removal have means around 0.5 and standard deviations of around 0.25. (see table 

A.4.1 in the appendix for descriptive statistics of all main variables). Similar to the absolute 

service delivery variables, the dissimilarity variables are highly correlated and we also use 

their mean as main explanatory variable. 

All regressions include a number of control variables. Unless otherwise indicated, the 

variables are constructed from the 2011 census data. Most importantly we control for income 

inequality as we want to compare the relative impact of economic inequality and service 

inequality as drivers of protest. In order to use a measure of income inequality that is directly 

comparable to our measure of service inequality we compute the dissimilarity index for 
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household income, defining as poor households those not having income or being in the 

lowest income bracket – in total about 20 % of South African households.  

Other control variables are protest in neighboring spatial units, previous protest in the 

district, changes in service delivery between 2001 and 2011, unemployment shares and mean 

income as additional measures of absolute deprivation, the share of African blacks per police 

district,  and ANC support measured as the party’s vote share of registered voters (calculated 

from the 2011 election results). 7 We also include a measure of local state capacity measured 

by municipal staff per capita and the police manager’s years of experience.8 Lastly, we control 

for population density (log).  

 

5.3 Results 

We perform OLS regressions of (log of) protest on inequality in service provision. After 

excluding those police districts for which we were unable to compute a dissimilarity index 

and those where no events were recorded between 2011 and 2013, we remain with a sample 

of 877 observations.9  

Figure 2 displays the results for peaceful and violent protest, figure 3 displays the 

results by motive for protest (i.e. whether protests were related to services, the state, elections, 

or identity); the detailed results can be found in tables A.4.2 and A.4.3 in the appendix. The 

symbols display the point estimates, the lines the 95% confident intervals. 

FIGURE 2 AND 3 ABOUT HERE 

The core insight from both figures is the importance of inequality in service provision for 

protest. More precisely, a ten percentage point increase in service inequality leads to a seven 

percent increase in peaceful protests; for violent protests, the figure is six percent. Service 

inequality is most strongly associated with protests about services (with a ten percentage point 

increase in inequality leading to an around seven percent increase in service related protests). 

As hypothesized above, however, service inequality also matters for all other types of protest, 
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suggesting that service inequality might indeed generate a broader sense of alienation from 

the state. In contrast, income inequality shows no consistent relationship with protests 

confirming that economic measures might not be strong drivers of political protest in South 

Africa. 

Control variables mostly show the expected sign. The only other variables – besides 

service inequality - that show a consistent positive and significant relationship with protest 

across all analyses are previous protest and in surrounding police districts possibly capturing 

additional aspects of protest capacity such as the presence of community leaders or 

organizations.  

The main findings are robust to using police protest data from 2001-2003 (see 

appendix A.1), and to using a media data-set on protest generated by the Institute for Security 

Studies in Pretoria (see appendix A.3), 

 

6. Linking Inequality to Protest  

We demonstrated a robust correlation between service inequality and the number of protests 

per police district. In a second step we investigate whether these associations can plausibly be 

traced back to dynamics theorized above, namely that service inequality undermines state 

legitimacy and that government dissatisfaction is a predictor of protest.  For this purpose, we 

undertake an empirical case study of Gauteng province. The main rationale for selecting this 

specific province as a case mirrors that for the selection of South Africa as our country case. 

Gauteng is South Africa’s richest province, which includes the cities of Johannesburg and 

Pretoria. At the same time, Gauteng has experienced the highest level of protest in South 

Africa.  Thus, the case should be well suited for an analysis of the role of social inequality in 

driving protest. The following subsections introduce the data and summarize the findings. 

 

6.1. Data and Measurement – GCRO Survey Data 
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We make use of a unique opinion survey undertaken and generously provided to us by the 

Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO). The GCRO bi-annual Quality of Life (QoL) 

survey measures socio-economic circumstances, attitudes to service delivery, psycho-social 

attitudes and other characteristics. The QoL survey instrument contains a large body of items 

related to the households’ socio-economic living conditions as well as individual social and 

political attitudes.  

We use the third and largest (in terms of sample-size) wave of the QoL undertaken in 

2013/2014 with a total of 27,490 respondents. The dataset contains so called small area codes 

that allowed us to match survey data to census information on the subplace-level. In total we 

consider 2,467 subplaces with an average of 11 respondents per subplace (minimum of 1 and 

maximum of 185). We capture absolute access to services by creating an additive index for 

respondents’ individual access to water, electricity, sanitation and trash removal based on the 

census data introduced above (sum of four binary variables, each representing the highest 

service category, namely piped water in dwelling, connection to public electricity grid, flush 

toilet connected to sewage system and regular waste removal from respondents’ house).  

To measure service inequality, we focus on the relative difference in access to services 

across neighboring subplaces – again, relying on the census data: for each subplace, we 

calculate the difference between the average service score of all of its first-level neighbor 

subplaces and its own service score. In order to normalize differences by absolute service 

levels of subplace clusters we divide the resulting difference by the average service sores of 

the subplace and its neighbors. Each respondent was attributed the inequality score of her 

home subplace. Thus, the service inequality measure represents the relative availability of 

services in respondents’ neighborhoods as compared to all surrounding neighborhoods.10 

Using aggregate neighborhood measures rather than individual access to services, we 

conceptualize our explanatory variable in a way that reflects the general premises of 

horizontal, group-based arguments on deprivation. To ease comparison of estimations with the 



21 
 

police district ones, the index is coded in a way that, higher (positive) values signify a worse 

“inequality situation” from the respondent’s point of view, meaning that he/she lives in a 

neighborhood that is worse off in terms service access than neighboring areas. 

For attitudes toward the government, we use a QoL survey item asking for a 

respondent’s level of dissatisfaction with the national government  (likert-scaled, 5-point). For 

protest participation, we use an item asking if the respondent participated in service delivery 

protests within the past 12 months prior to the interview. A total of 1,105 (4 percent) of the 

interviewees claimed having taken part in protests. 

 In line with our primary estimations presented above, we include a number of selected 

controls into our models. For unemployment, we use respondents’ self-declared employment 

status. For income, we use an additive asset-index (possession of cell phone, bicycle, and car) 

instead of a generic household income question due to the high number of missing values in 

the income-item (25 percent of the respondents refused to answer the question). Finally, we 

control for sex, age (and age squared) and population group (African blacks). In addition, all 

regressions include dummies for mainplaces to control for any unobserved variation across 

these low-level administrative units. 

 

6.2. Correlations Between inequality, Political Attitudes and Protest Participation 

We present the results of simple OLS regressions on our two main hypotheses: the first model 

reassesses our primary hypothesis on the individual level and estimates associations between 

horizontal social inequality and protest participation (detailed results presented in table A.4.4 

in the online appendix).11 The next two models address our second hypothesis and reflect the 

suggested mechanism leading from service inequality to protest: thus, the second model 

estimates correlations between service inequality and political dissatisfaction while the third 

model assesses associations between dissatisfaction and protest. All three models lend 

additional support to our two hypotheses (see figure 4):  
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FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE 

As expected, service inequality correlates positively with participation in protests. This 

finding mirrors the results on the level of police districts. Moreover, we find a statistically 

significant and meaningful correlation between service inequality and dissatisfaction with the 

government: the lower the respondent’s neighborhood’s service-levels as compared to 

neighboring areas, the less satisfied are people with the national government. Finally, higher 

levels of dissatisfaction are also positively linked to participation in protest within the 12 

months prior to the survey. Overall, results correspond to our theoretical argument that 

inequality of service delivery increases people’s willingness to protest by generating more 

general political grievances that are directed against the state.  

Turning to the control variables included in the model, we see that absolute service 

levels negatively correlate with protest propensity and dissatisfaction with the national 

government. This is in line with findings presented above. Gauteng region contains only “high 

capacity”-municipalities. Assuming that service delivery meets basic quality standards in 

these municipalities, we expect associations between service access, trust in state institutions 

and willingness to protest to be more pronounced than on country average. Similar to our 

main models, findings on absolute economic deprivation are inconclusive as both 

unemployment and income are positively related to protest and dissatisfaction.  

 

7. Qualitative Comparison 

In a final step, we turn to a qualitative analysis to investigate if these correlations do indeed 

represent the mechanisms presented above. We draw on rich additional information contained 

in the police and survey data as well as newspaper reports to qualitatively analyze the 

plausibility of this mechanism. Considering that we have addressed a number of potential 

competing arguments on protest occurrence in the previous quantitative analysis (e.g. political 

affiliations, economic inequalities or capacities for protest), we focus the qualitative section 
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on investigating whether protest narratives do indeed refer to issues of horizontal social 

inequality. 

We use a matching approach to identify our qualitative cases. Our approach 

corresponds to the most similar method (Most Similar Systems Design, MSSD): we seek to 

identify two cases that are similar with respect to a number of potential confounding factors 

but that differ in terms of the main explanatory variable of interest. Thus, one of the two cases 

can be considered “treated” in terms of high level of service inequality while the other 

“untreated” one – in terms of low service inequality – is used as a control case (Seawright and 

Gerring 2008).12 We then investigate whether the presence of the treatment can plausibly 

explain observable variations of the outcome of interest.  

We use our Gauteng police-station dataset as the total population of potential cases. 

Because the QoL survey was not designed to be representative at the level of police districts, 

we restrict the data to those police stations where the QoL survey data appear to be relatively 

representative in terms of employment, access to services, and race.13 We identify the two 

police stations with the smallest Mahalanobis distance with respect to absolute service levels,  

the share of unemployed, the population density, the share of African blacks and the 

municipality that the police stations are located in.14 

The two police stations of “Diepkloof” (treated) and “Moroka” (control case) 

represent the best match of any treated and untreated case-combination. Both are located in 

the Soweto area of Johannesburg (see figure 5). Diepkloof has a dissimilarity index of 0.77 as 

compared to 0.32 in Moroka (see further characteristics of both cases in table A.4.5 of the 

appendix).   

FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE 

We further investigate the comparability of the two cases using the QoL individual level data. 

Table 1 presents the results of a number of t-tests for theoretically relevant socio-economic 

survey items. There is no statistically significant difference in response patterns across both 
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police districts when it comes to essential socio-economic conditions (population group, 

income, asset possession, unemployment). In contrast, we see the expected difference in terms 

of service equality. Unfortunately, cases also differ with respect to absolute service levels 

which may constitute an alternative explanation for any variation in protest levels observable 

across the cases. While the difference in absolute service access is rather small (0.91 in 

Diepkloof, 0.99 in Moroka) we place particular emphasis in our analysis to explore whether it 

is the absolute or the relative deprivation of services that matters for protest. 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

7.1. Service Inequality as a Driver of Protest in Diepkloof and Moroka 

Service inequality is indeed much more pronounced in Diepkloof than in Moroka (see figure 

6). Inequality is mainly driven by two particularly deprived townships: Mandela Village in the 

south-west (later renamed into Elias Motsoaledi) consists of mainly informal settlements. 

Zone 6, located in the center of the station, hosts a number of hostels originally established by 

the Apartheid regime to house large numbers of single migrant workers with large dormitory 

spaces (Hoosen and Mafukidze 2008). These two deprived zones contrast with other much 

better-off areas, most notably the so-called Diepkloof extension in the north-east of the police 

district, characterized by large owner-built houses. It has substantially higher rents than other 

areas of Soweto, presumably, among other reasons due to the substantially better services 

(Rubin 2008). Most notably, according to Soweto residents, the area is home to influential 

personalities: “if there is a problem with service and they open their mouths, the whole of 

Soweto shakes” (Selzer 2012, 181). According to our data, no similar inequalities are 

observable in the Moroka station. 

FIGURE 6 ABOUT HERE 

In line with our main findings, Diepkloof has experienced a substantially higher number of 

peaceful and violent protest events than Moroka throughout the period from 2000 to 201315 
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(see figure 5). The police event data provides information on the motives of protesters 

according to the police’s own assessments. They also contain brief descriptions of events, 

which often include information on the protestors’ own claims. A total of 22 out of 141 (~16 

percent) peaceful protest events in Diepkloof have been linked to basic services according to 

the police’s own categorization or according to information provided as protestors’ claims. In 

Moroka only a single event out of a total of 27 events (~4 percent) was related to service 

delivery issues.  

Differences across cases are even more pronounced for violent protests. From 2001 to 

2013 a total of 25 violent events have been registered in the two police stations under 

investigation – 23 of them in Diepkloof and two in Moroka. Among violent events in 

Diepkloof more than half were explicitly related to service delivery issues, in Moroka, they 

were not. 

Qualitative reports on the Diepkloof townships of “Zone 6” and “Motsoaledi” further 

underscore the role of stark contrasts in service conditions compared to neighboring 

townships in fomenting grievances and motivating protests in these areas (Harsch 2011; 

Mabotja 2015). This is also reflected in local protest narratives: “We have no privileges like 

these councilors or the people across the street from us. […] All I want is better sanitation, 

electricity, a house” (Mokati 2011). When protest erupted over inadequate sanitation, a 

resident stressed: “When I was growing up, we had to use the bucket to go to the toilet. That 

was in the 1960s… We hear there are people in this country no longer using the bucket 

system. Why is it just us? It’s wrong.” (Bega 2014b).  

Thus, in line with our theoretical argument, not only are levels of protest higher in 

Diepkloof as compared to Moroka. Protest motives also seem to differ across both police 

stations. In Diepkloof, grievances related to service deprivation play a much more pronounced 

role. Explicit accounts of service inequality underscore that protests are in fact triggered by 

social horizontal inequality. 
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7.2  Services and Attitudes towards the State 

We have argued in the theory section that higher service inequality can not only directly lead 

to service-related protest but also create more general anti-state grievance. Our two 

quantitative analyses have lent some support to this argument: service inequality correlates 

with a variety of protest events, not only with those clearly classified as “service delivery 

protests”. The QoL-analysis has found that high inequality increases the general 

dissatisfaction with the national government and that dissatisfaction is positively correlated to 

protest. This final empirical subsection aims at investigating the plausibility of the argument 

in the light of available qualitative information.  

 The QoL-survey shows marked differences in between both police stations when it 

comes to people’s general sentiments of being neglected and voice-less. Interviewees have 

been asked to express the degree of their agreement to the following statement: “People like 

you cannot influence developments in your community”. In Moroka, around 60 percent of the 

respondents disagreed as compared to 30 percent in Diepkloof. Similarly, in Moroka, 56 

percent of the interviewees disagreed with the statement “No one cares about people like me” 

as compared to 30 percent in Diepkloof.  

Interviews from qualitative studies and newspaper reports demonstrate that people do 

link service issues to more general assessments of the political system and the responsiveness 

of the government: deprivation of services is seen as marginalization and deprivation of basic 

rights at the hand of the state, lack of democracy and pro-poor orientation of the government 

(Khunou 2002). Participants in service delivery protests legitimize their actions with reference 

to lack of effective state action: “It’s because they do not care about us […] people are so 

angry, no one can live like this, what did we vote for? They say they will go and burn the 

councilor’s house if he does not respond” (Siyotula 2014). A resident of Diepkloof stressed: “I 

think democracy should allow for everyone access to basic needs […]. Because not 
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everybody has access, I think democracy in South Africa has a long way to go.” (Khunou 

2002: 69). Similarly, in the context of service delivery protests in Diepkloof: “What have we 

and our parents been voting for? For a government that doesn't take care of our needs?” 

(Mtshazo 2013) or “If you’re not with a certain party, then you are not eligible to get service 

delivery. There is no democracy here in Diepkloof” (Mokati 2011). Another Diepkloof 

protester went as far as stating that Apartheid times had been better, certainly signaling a very 

high level of alienation from the state. She explained her participation in a radical protest 

against poor sanitation stating that “The government doesn't want to fix anything […] We can 

go upside down on our heads. We are talking but no one is listening. Things were better under 

Apartheid” (Bega 2014a). Focus group discussions undertaken by Netswera (2005) clearly 

reveal that many people in Soweto blame local and national politicians for making service 

promises in election periods without implementing real improvements afterwards. Such 

service-related grievances contribute to nurturing more general anti-state sentiments that 

increase the risk of peaceful and violent protest events not directly related to service-issues. 

 

8. Conclusion 

Across data sources and methods we find a robust relationship between horizontal 

social inequality and protest in South Africa. We moreover find evidence that the mechanism 

through which this relationship operates is that service-inequality generates a general 

alienation from the state. While these findings underscore the role of service inequality, it is 

also noteworthy that absolute service deprivation also seems to play an important albeit less 

clear role in generating negative political attitudes and increasing the likelihood of protest. In 

the administrative data analysis, we find no clear and significant relationship. When focusing 

on Gauteng with presumably higher quality services than in the rest of the country, we do find 

that absolute access to services influences political perceptions and protest participation. 
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Taken together, these findings present a promising avenue for further research focusing on the 

role of the quality of state-sponsored services in generating protest. 

Naturally, none of the results presented in this paper can be interpreted causally as we 

could not rely on exogenous shocks to service inequality. However, we believe that the 

consistent findings we present across aggregate and individual-level data, across time, across 

protest data source, and across quantitative and qualitative analyzes lend a lot of credibility to 

the core findings. This finding highlights the need for more refined conceptualization and 

measurement of grievances in analyses of contentious politics. Our results show how purely 

income-based proxies can fall short of adequately capturing material frustrations which may 

lead to premature dismissal of grievance-based explanations of violent and peaceful protest. 

Going forward a more careful consideration of economic state policies and state action 

beyond basic services may contribute to a better understanding of how grievances can 

translate into collective action against state actors and institutions. Similarly, the analysis of 

other types of horizontal social inequalities (e.g. variation in access to social transfer 

programs across groups) may yield important findings on the determinants of protest. 

The South African case is certainly peculiar in at least two respects. The first is the 

Apartheid origins of present-day (service) inequality. Inequality arising from state-level race 

discrimination has particularly low legitimacy and enduring Apartheid patterns in service-

inequality could be leading to above average alienation from the state. The second is a strong 

elite discourse about the developmental state where the state takes explicit responsibility 

about service delivery, education, healthcare and employment. In other words, the South 

African state self-identifies as core agent of development and failures in meeting citizen 

expectations could lead to particularly high levels of disappointment. 

Nevertheless, we believe that the findings presented in this paper can be of more 

general value. First, social inequality often has a spatial and/or group pattern where for 

example some ethnic groups have been favored in service delivery or slum dwellers in large 
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cities without access to basic services live close to affluent neighborhoods. Second, many 

middle income countries have at least a certain degree of developmental state philosophy. 

They act as agents of public services, provide some level of social security benefits and have a 

relatively large penetration. It is a sensible assumption that citizens regard them as responsible 

for service-inequality, lack of service provision, and service quality. Perhaps they do this to a 

lesser extent as their South African counterparts but probably to an extent sufficient for 

alienation from the state in case of persistent unequal treatment. 
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Figure 5: Case selection for qualitative analysis 

(a) Location of police stations     (b) Protest in Diepkloof     (c) Protest ind Moroka  

 

 

 

 

 



41 
 

Figure 6: Absolute services in Moroka and Diepkloof, 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



42 
 

Table 1: Individual-level balancing of qualitative case selection 

 Diepkloof 

mean 

Moroka 

mean 

Difference (p-value) 

dissimilariy neighbor -0.01 0.03 -0.04 0.00 
Services 3.41 3.74 -0.34 0.00 
Unemployment 0.33 0.38 -0.05 0.23 
group: african blacks 1.00 1.00 0.00 0.34 

asset index 1.18 1.16 0.02 0.64 
Income 3.58 3.77 -0.19 0.29 
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Endnotes 

 
                                                           
1 Although all of our subsequent empirical analyses focus on protest only, we consider various 

forms of mobilization in the discussion of previous literature – in line with previous research 

indicating that they may actually be perceived as varying expressions of similar underlying 

political, economic or social conditions (Cunningham and Lemke 2011; Tilly 2003). 

2 Up until 2011 all of these countries had authoritarian regimes which were generally 

unwilling to release administrative data and to authorize large scale public opinion data 

collection. Only Tunisia became a democratic regime and while a lot opinion data is being 

collected since 2011 South Africa’s data availability remains unparalleled. For instance, the 

latest Tunisian census data were released in 2004 and crowd control data is – to the best of our 

knowledge - not collected in a detailed way. 

3 Under Apartheid, there was full residential segregation with Whites living in the town 

centres and the other groups being forcefully removed to dedicated townships. Large parts of 

the African population were moreover deported to so-called homelands Residential 

segregation laws were revoked in the late 1980s but the vastly different housing prices in 

these areas have left residential segregation intact in most townships. 

4 We lose about 15 % of the observations in each event period because of matching problems. 

Locations that cannot be matched to a police station are either those events that are reported at 

a higher level (e.g. Johannesburg) or in a subplace with a name that exists in more than one 

police station. 

5 The results presented below are robust to using any of the access variables individually. 

These results are shown in table A.4.1 in the appendix. 

6 We use Stata's user-written command “seg“ by Sean F. Reardon with the “d“ option to 

compute the index.  
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7 There is a general consensus in the literature on voting in South Africa that abstention is a 

signal of alienation from and dissatisfaction with the government (see discussion in Wegner 

2016). This is why our measure of ANC support accounts for turnout. 

8 This information is only available at the municipal level which increases measurement error 

and biases estimates towards zero. We nevertheless believe that it is important to include 

some information about state capacity.  

9 We exclude about 50 police districts that only contain one subplace and where inequality 

would therefore be zero. These cases are either police districts in large - metropolitan - 

municipalities that have a high number of police districts or in rural areas where subplaces 

cover large spaces. We also exclude the police districts “without” events from the analysis 

rather than keeping them with a count of zero events. The reason is that a substantial number 

of these might have had protest that we were unable to match. However, the results remain 

robust to including these police stations with a count of zero. In addition, we lose a number of 

police stations that could not be matched to the electoral data.  

10 This service inequality measure differs from the one introduced above because we are 

dealing with individual-level survey data rather than aggregated administrate data. However, 

it captures well the intuition behind our use of the dissimilarity index. Although the 

dissimilarity index assesses a police station’s service inequality in absolute terms and the new 

measure in terms of a subplace’s position relative to its neighbors, in  both cases, we assume 

that it is those people at the lower end of the distribution that are engaging in protest. 

11 Alternative non-linear specifications for the protest variable generate similar results; results 

are available upon request.  

12 The matching approach requires a binary treatment while our main explanatory variables 

are continuous. We have used a binary variable with the value “1” for all observations with 
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inequality levels within the 4th Quartile; control cases are limited to the first 1st Quartile to 

ensure sufficient difference in between treatment and control group.  

13 We consider the data to be representative at the level of the police station if the difference in 

mean employment, access to trash removal, electricity, and sanitation and share of population 

groups was +- 10 percent.  

14 We use the user-written Stata-command “Mahapick” (Kantor 2012) for this exercise. 

15 Absolute values of all variables used for the matching process are presented for both cases 

in the online appendix (A.3.5) 


