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Abstract

South  Africa  has  the  continent’s  most  sophisticated  banking  and  credit  systems  with

approximately 19 million credit-active consumers.  Their credit profiles are based on automated

algorithmic  assessments  that  generate  data  about  their  creditworthiness.   While  the  precise

methods  of  assessment  are  corporate  secrets,  consumer  credit  scoring  is  constitutionally

prohibited from being designed on grounds of “unfair discrimination”.

 Against this backdrop,  I show in this dissertation that  credit scoring, as it is currently

constituted in South Africa, offers more to the reproduction of social disadvantage – characterized

by interconnected forms of class, gender and race – than to its alleviation.   As a tool of the

African National Congress (ANC) government’s policy of ‘social transformation’, designed to

address inherited forms of social disadvantage, credit scoring is promoted by the state and credit

bureaus  as  non-discriminatory  and  objective.   I  test  the  validity  of  the  main  argument  by

identifying the social categories and social outcomes of credit financing in historical perspective,

and  comparing  these  with  the  contemporary  social  categories  and social  outcomes  of  credit

financing, legislation and scoring.  This task is divided into four parts.  Firstly, to assess social

disadvantage as a reproduction, I develop a theoretical framework that allows for the expansion

of ‘apartheid-as-time-period’ to ‘apartheid-as-social-condition’.  Secondly, I examine the ways in

which social categories of disadvantage in credit legislation, policy and scoring under the ANC

government  (1994-present)  share similarities  with  the social  categories  that  shaped access  to

credit under the National Party government (1948-1991).  Thirdly, I repeat this examination but

from the perspective of the social consequences that stem from social categories.  Fourthly, by

drawing  on  open-ended  interviews  with  corporate  professionals,  students  loan  holders  and

mortgage holders, I provide three case studies to examine the extent of similarity between social
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categories  and  social  consequences  in  historical  and  contemporary  perspectives:  Durbanite

consumers’ social  experiences  with credit  scoring,  racialized  access  to  higher  education,  and

credit-scored mortgages in Durban.  By demonstrating that credit scoring, in particular, is biased

and subjective, and that it decontextualizes social circumstance, I conclude not only that there is a

disconnect between credit scoring and the overarching policy of social transformation, but that

the social condition of apartheid characterizes reproductions of social disadvantage.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 The context

“Never,  never  and never  again shall  it  be  that  this  beautiful  land will  again  experience the

oppression of one by another” (Excerpted from Nelson Mandela’s inaugural presidential address,

May 1994)

It  is  May 10,  1994.   Pretoria’s  infamous  and ornate  Union Building  that  was once  a

symbol of an ideological stranglehold by a minority government is forced to surrender to the

moment.  The picturesque release of white doves of peace and the exuberance of millions of

people mark the inauguration of Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s first Non-white president.  His

announcement  of  one  of  his  party’s  socialist  principles  to  mark  the  dawn  of  a  new  era  is

welcomed with great celebration.  It is also welcomed with great hope and public expectation

expressed in a majority vote calling the African National Congress (ANC) to fulfil its promise of

leading  the  country  out  of  historical  social  injustices,  in  a  ‘socially  transformational’ way,

towards the kind of ‘rainbow nation’ envisioned in Mandela’s inaugural presidential address.

The weight of Mandela’s emotional proclamation to rid South Africa of “oppression” can

be contextualized against the backdrop of the ANC’s inheritance from the National Party of a

socio-economic and political arrangement that advantaged a racialized minority at the expense of

a racialized majority.  But instead of this imbalance being reversed, many social disadvantages

that were observable before 1994 continue to be amplified under ANC leadership (Bond 2000,

2004; Seekings 2011).  As John Pilger (1998) notes, “apartheid did not die”.  At the centre of

persistent and structural social disadvantages are the social categories that were historically used
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to group individuals so that they could be treated differently.  Depending on the group(s) to which

South Africans were assigned, different populations have benefited and/or suffered from state-

implemented  categorization  for  well  over  150  years.   Moreover,  inherited  forms  of  social

categorization and social classification persist in South Africa 22 years (at the time of writing)

since the attainment of political democracy.  Their uses on both sides of 1994, as state-legislated

strategies of population management, inform the characterization of individuals and populations

as risks.  While framed by the National Party government as a strategy of ‘separate development’,

known ubiquitously by its enforcers and opponents as ‘apartheid’, I argue that inherited social

categories have been repackaged by the ANC government in the terms of “social transformation”.

As the backbone of ANC policy, ‘social transformation’ was conceptualized as a process of social

change  away  from  historically-grounded,  colonial-oriented  and  Afrikaner-promoted  forms  of

inequality  and  underdevelopment,  towards  strategies  of  empowerment,  equality,  integration,

freedom and opportunity (ANC 2012).  The importance of categories of ethnic, gendered and

racial classification, the ANC (2012) states, is to trace the extent of social change away from

historical  inequalities  that  manifested  within,  and  across,  those  categories.1  Despite  four

presidents steering the new ship of political democracy over the past two decades, the message

from the ANC of ‘social transformation’2 and ‘non-discrimination’ has largely been consistent in

the promise of benefit to be derived from credit financing (Mandela 1994; Mbeki 2002; Zuma

2011).3  

1 In the interest  of the fluidity of  prose,  I  do not use quotation marks for  many social  categories.   Instead,  by
capitalizing their first letters, I  indicate that the labels are neither common nouns nor apolitical  categories.  For
example, the reader will find mention of Black, Coloured, Indian, White etc.  To the contrary, to avoid assumptions, I
keep the labels in lowercase when quoting respondents, or the form that they appear in quoted texts.  
2  Given the repetition of ‘social transformation’ throughout the dissertation, quotation marks are dropped hereafter
even though I do not use it as my own term.  Unless otherwise stated, it is bound by the definition of the ANC.  
3  Of South Africa’s four presidents, the interim president, Kgalema Motlanthe (September, 25, 2008 – May 9, 2009),
was least convinced of the possibilities to be derived from credit financing and most interested in promoting a culture
of savings.  Of course, this view must be seen in light of the global financial crisis at the time of his presidency.  See
Motlanthe (2008).
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South Africa’s  Department of Trade and Industry (2003: 30) frames the importance of

credit  financing,  within  a  narrative  of  affirmative  action  known  as  Black  Economic

Empowerment (BEE), as a way of improving the living standards of Black consumers.  More

particularly, credit financing and credit scoring are legislated as promoting “non-discrimination”

and protecting against “unfair discrimination” respectively (Government Gazette 28619 2005: 2,

90).  Credit scoring, the dominant way in which the terms of credit financing are assessed by

financial  institutions,  refers  to  statistically-based  predictive  assessments  of  how  ‘risky’  a

consumer is likely to be in meeting the conditions of loan repayment.  Therefore, when credit

scoring is considered through the lens of social transformation, it follows that it is deployed in

policy to focus on the historical redress of social disadvantage.  By critically engaging with this

narrative,  the  key  research  question  asked  in  this  dissertation  is:  to  what  extent  does  credit

scoring  in  South  Africa  reproduce  trends  of  social  disadvantage,  particularly  for  the  already

disadvantaged?

One of the ways that policymakers receive their mandate from the ANC government for

advancing  social  transformation  is  through  the  promotion  of  objectively  assessed  and  non-

discriminatory access to consumer credit.  Against the backdrop of South Africa being home to

the continent’s  most  sophisticated banking and credit  systems with approximately  19 million

credit active consumers (Transunion LLC 2014),4 the National Credit Act (2005) outlines access

to credit as an individual “right”  and promotes “black economic empowerment” in a “fair and

non-discriminatory  marketplace”  (Government  Gazette  28619  2005:  2,  88).   Yet,  there  is  a

tension  between  the  promotion  of  non-discrimination  and  socially  transformative  affirmative

4  In South Africa’s last census, the total population was recorded as 51.7 million (Statistics South Africa 2012: 14).
Although Section 61(1) of the National Credit Act (2005) restricts access to credit to those 18 years and older, there
appears  to  be  an  inconsistency  in  Sections  61(4)  and  89(2)(a)  about  the  eligibility  of  emancipated  minors.
Nonetheless, the credit active population can be contextualized against the backdrop of 70.8 percent of the total
population accounting for those older than 15 years (Ibid: 15).
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action since the latter is, by definition, bound to understandings of social change in the racial

terms  that  ironically  were  the  categories  in  which  social  discrimination  was  historically

experienced.   Furthermore,  in  the  context  of  South  Africa’s  social  and  political  history,  the

promotion of credit scoring – the tool used to assess the cost of credit (also known as credit risk)

to borrowers – as apolitical and non-discriminatory is problematic for two main reasons.  

Firstly, as I demonstrate in this dissertation, credit scoring is precisely the opposite; it is

political and discriminatory.  These traits are inherent to credit scoring since the human bias that

is present in the subjective weighting of variables cannot be separated from the implications of

credit scoring’s design.  This is not in and of itself concerning, especially against the backdrop of

the ‘remedial’ bias that is present in government ambitions for the use of ‘positive discrimination’

in  credit  financing  in  general  and  credit  scoring  in  particular.   However,  there  is  a  clear

disconnect between the constitution of credit risk and government narratives of the promises of

credit-led social transformation.

Secondly, the ‘black boxed’ nature of credit scoring raises questions about the ability of

the government to use it as a tool of social transformation.  Because all credit scoring products

that are implemented by credit bureaus are proprietary, their precise algorithmic designs remain

behind veils of corporate secrecy – worryingly, as I infer, even from the state’s regulatory body;

the National Credit Regulator (NCR).  How then is the state to enforce its instruction that credit

scoring in South Africa must not be designed on a basis of unfair discrimination as prohibited in

section 9(3) of the Constitution  (Government Gazette 28619 2005: 90)?  That section of the

Constitution refers to a number of social categories (such as race, gender, religion etc.) that have

historically played significant roles in the tapestry of social disadvantage in South Africa.  While

credit bureaus’ grouping of individuals into some of these categories is public knowledge, the use

of  these categories  to  influence credit  decisions  is  refuted by the designers  of  credit  scoring
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products.   But even the absence or presence of  these categories  in  credit  scoring algorithms

cannot be verified because the proprietary scoring models of credit bureaus, by virtue of existing

in the private sector, are shielded from the Promotion of Access to Information Act (2000).  To the

contrary, if the social consequences that emerge from credit scoring mirror historical forms of

social categorization, then it is reasonable to hypothesize that the social categories used in credit

scoring are also reproduced.

1.2 Aim and research objectives

In this  dissertation,  I  argue  that  credit  scoring,  as  it  is  currently  constituted  in  South

Africa, offers more to the reproduction of social disadvantage – characterized by interconnected

forms of class, gender and race – than to its alleviation.  Ironically, many social disadvantages

that the ANC government inherited from the National Party are reproduced under the ‘remedial’

policy of social transformation.  One aspect of this irony is that credit scoring, as a tool of social

transformation, does more to reproduce historical social categories and their social consequences

than address them in the ANC’s terms of social transformation.  By primarily contributing to the

inter-disciplinary  field  of  Surveillance  Studies,  I  further  argue  that  a  political  economy  of

personal information helps position the spotlight on those categories and their consequences in

order to reveal the ways in which they are socially reproduced.

In light of the main argument above, demonstrating that credit scoring contributes to the

reproduction of social disadvantage necessarily draws attention to social categories and social

experiences  of  disadvantage in  their  historical  contexts  so  that  their  relationships  with

contemporary social categories and social experiences can be assessed.  The historical inquiry is

led by a pair of research objectives:
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1) To trace the social categories that were legislated under apartheid, as well as the social 

consequences of those categories as they relate to credit financing.

2) To establish a theoretical framework that allows for the expansion of ‘apartheid as time period’

to ‘apartheid as social condition’.

Together, these two objectives provide the basis for comparing historical social categories and 

social consequences of disadvantage with contemporary social outcomes.

The next set of research objectives is designed to bring the analysis to credit scoring:

3) To critically examine how the known social categories of credit legislation, policy and scoring 

relate to the government’s narrative of social transformation.

4) To develop an understanding of how the observed social consequences of credit scoring 

resonate with the government’s narrative of social transformation, and with the protections 

offered to consumers in the National Credit Act (2005).

5) To uncover the categories of personal information that are used in credit scoring algorithms.

6) To investigate how the known categories that are used in credit scoring algorithms relate to the

social predicaments (or social consequences) of those who are scored in credit applications.

Finally, to evaluate research objectives 1-2 against 3-6, the final objective is:

7) To compare the extent to which historical social categories and the social consequences of 

credit financing are reproduced in contemporary contexts of credit financing, legislation and 

scoring.
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The research methodology for this dissertation is designed in full view of the research objectives

outlined  above.   The  following  section  details  the  rationale  for  how  data  are  gathered  and

analyzed in this dissertation:

1.3 Gathering data

1.3.1 Interview population

I investigate in this dissertation how the open-ended perspectives of 43 respondents relate

to their broader social environments, as shaped by the social categories that emerge from national

credit legislation, policy and scoring.  Of these respondents were thirteen mortgage borrowers in

Durban, thirteen students in Durban with student loans, five real estate agents in Durban, three

credit  scoring  analysts,  two  partners  from  risk  advisory  firms,  two  debt  collectors,  two

commercial banking managers, one regional manager from a home loans origination company,

one actuary, and one researcher from the NCR.  Open-ended, semi-structured interviews were

conducted with all respondents in the form of in-person exchanges.  However, while interviews

with two credit scoring analysts and the researcher from the NCR started this way, they were

completed  via  email.   All  respondents  in  this  dissertation  have  been  anonymized  and  are

presented thus to conform with the requirements of the research ethics board that oversaw the

fieldwork.

The total number of respondents, and time spend in the field, were largely constrained by

personal  commitments  and  financial  resources.   Respondents  were  identified  based  on

communication via different channels: mortgage borrowers were contacted via word of mouth

and  responses  to  advertisements  on  notice  boards  in  the  supermarkets  Shoprite  Checkers

(Overport City) and Pick 'n Pay (Musgrave Centre) Durban.  Students who participated in the

study were respondents to email notifications submitted through the innerweb notice system at
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the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN).   All remaining respondents were from the corporate

sector and the state, and were initially approached via email before I arrived in South Africa, and

again via telephone (once I was in the country) to confirm the interview.  A number of corporate

individuals  who  had  initially  expressed  interest  in  participating  in  the  study  subsequently

declined interviews (via their Personal Assistants) when I phoned them.  

I declined interviews only in those cases when schedules conflicted unavoidably, or if

individuals  who  responded  positively  to  my  advertisements  were  only  available  after  my

departure from South Africa.

1.3.2 Interview questions

Based on the aim and objectives of the study, interview questions were designed to assess

respondents’ understandings  of  the  government  narrative  of  social  transformation,  their  own

experiences of social transformation, and how this concept relates to credit scoring.  Attached to

this was a line of questioning that sought to understand respondents’ understandings of credit

scoring in general, and the constitution of credit risk in particular.  A compilation of questions

from the semi-structured interviews is located in Appendix A.    

The questions were shaped in a way that provided the means to comparatively assess the

relationship between corporate and state actors’ views on the social categories of credit scoring,

and loan-holders’ (students and mortgage borrowers) views on the social consequences of credit

scoring.  

Because there is  no research motive to extrapolate the research findings onto a larger

population, measures were not adopted to secure a ‘representative’ interview sample.  Instead, the

open-ended  and  semi-structured  nature  of  the  interview  questions  was  designed  to  generate

qualitative interview data.  This is because it is from such data that respondents’ interpretations of
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the meanings and understandings of interview questions are used in the study for content and

discourse analyses (see below).

1.3.3 Qualitative vs quantitative analysis

1.3.3.1 Generalizability

The generalizability  of  research  data,  regardless  of  qualitative  or  quantitative  inquiry,

inherits a common problem: every step away from the conceptual ideal of asking “everyone”

about  “everything”  shifts  the  analysis  towards  bias,  distortion  and  misrepresentation  (Gandy

1993: 124).  Because of this, I make no claim to the generalizability of my research findings.  As

a  qualitative  critique,  my  view  in  this  dissertation  is  that  methodological  sampling  is  not

dissimilar to the ways in which institutions use personal information from a sample population to

predict which individuals should be assigned to which social categories.  In other words, the goal

of generalizability that is characteristic of quantitative methods is not dissimilar to the assessment

of a sample population by credit scoring statisticians so that assumptions can be made about the

credit behaviour of a broader population (Bryman  et al. 2012: 144).  As a result, the research

methodology  adopted  here  is  differentiated  from known strategies  commonly  used  in  credit

scoring.  The consequence of this is that respondents were not selected as representations of a

broader population.  Instead, they offer insights to the views of those interviewed, and are not

intended to be extrapolated further.  Far from qualitative methods being used in this dissertation

because of concerns with quantitative methods, the former are identified as allowing a greater

connection with respondents than the research distance which characterizes quantitative methods

(Bryman et al. 2012: 144).  
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1.3.3.2 Avoiding the known methods of credit scoring

Conducting surveillance research inherits  the irony of ‘watching’ others  sometimes in

ways that are similar to those that are critiqued.  The effects of this irony must be considered in

light of the differences between ‘good’ surveillance and ‘bad’ surveillance (Lyon 2007: 13-14),

where intentions  of  ‘good’ surveillance bring about  ‘good outcomes’ and intentions  of  ‘bad’

surveillance  bring  about  the  opposite.   But  this  consistent  trajectory  is  less  helpful  when

considering  that  expressed  intentions by  designers  of  credit  scoring in  South  Africa  may be

praiseworthy in light of a commitment to national objectives of social transformation, but may

differ from the actual outcomes of the methods employed.  As a result, this study makes concerted

efforts to avoid the known methodologies employed by South Africa’s credit bureaus.  While, as

indicated in the dissertation’s title, credit scoring is a ‘black box’ in South Africa, certain credit

bureaus are open about the statistical techniques that they use – such as logistic regression, neural

networks, decision trees and linear programming – but remain tight-lipped about how they weight

variables or which variables are included.

With this in mind, the decision to avoid the known statistical techniques of credit scoring

is  not  so  much  a  blanket  critique  of  quantitative  methods  as  much  as  it  is  a  concern  with

employing research methods that are similar to those being critiqued.  For this reason, two main

aspects of statistical techniques are avoided:

Firstly, the quantification of qualitative data:

The reader will not find quantified interpretations of responses to interview questions because of

the  view  that  there  is  an  assumed  ‘translatability’ that  is  inherent  to  the  quantification  of

qualitative data.  In addition, the view held here, in reflection of research on credit scoring, is that

quantified interpretations of qualitative data abstract respondents’ answers more than qualitative

data-gathering techniques.
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Secondly, the generalizability of ‘representative’ sampling:

Credit  scoring  relies  on  the  weighting  of  variables  to  predict  the  behaviour  of  a  population

broader than that sampled.   Quantification lends the analysis  to attributes of generalizability

(discussed above).  The proportionate frequency of particular responses is of less interest to this

study than the individual responses themselves.  

1.3.3.3 Statistical indicators on South Africa

Statistical  indicators  are  largely  absent  from the  methodology primarily  because,  as  a

point of entry to an historically informed study of South Africa, they are assumed to present more

obstacles for comparative interpretation of different time periods than qualitative methods.  Not

only  did  the  apartheid  state  never  collect  data  on  poverty  of  the  country’s  Black  majority

(Seekings 2011: 22), but, as Keith Breckenridge (2005: 275) shows, “formidable problems” beset

the apartheid state’s population registry which left it in “disarray”.  By the 1960s, ‘self-governing’

reserves maintained their own population registers, which created a number of duplications.  The

ANC government consolidated over 12 population databases, rendering the combined register

“only as reliable as the original data collection of each of those” (Breckenridge 2005: 276).  As a

result,  it  is  assumed  that  the  inconsistencies  which  would  stem from such  quantitative  data

outweigh the research benefits.  Indeed, comparing quantitative data across a regime change,

marked by transition from the National Party to the ANC, is subject to the inconsistencies and

biases  that  accompany  the  comparative  political  justifications  for  national  censuses  and

recordkeeping.
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1.3.4 Triangulation

Because of the black box that characterizes credit scoring design in South Africa, methods

are  required  to  not  only  attempt  to  lift  the  veil  of  secrecy  that  it  is  situated  behind,  but  to

understand  the  effectiveness  of  credit  scoring  in  fulfilling  the  ANC's  vision  of  social

transformation.   Triangulation  helps  with  both;  it  helps  authenticate  points  of  view  on  the

workings of credit scoring, and, by focusing primarily on the social outcomes of credit scoring,

offers ways to test credit scoring's effectiveness in realizing social transformation.  Elisa Grant-

Vallone and Stewart Donaldson (2001: 216) offer reminders that  respondents sometimes distort

their  responses  in  research  processes  in  order  to  perform  in  a  way  that  they  deem  more

favourable.   While  this  cannot  easily  be  gauged  by  the  researcher,  especially  in  once-off

interviews,  I  attempted  to  limit  self-report  bias  by  cross-checking  respondents’ perspectives

drawn from the multiple groups of individuals identified for interviews (see above).  

1.3.5 Primary and secondary sources

I draw on a number of primary and secondary sources in order to trace the historical and

contemporary developments of credit legislation, policy and scoring, as well as how these relate

to student financing and mortgages in South Africa.  The primary sources used in this dissertation

comprise  official  records  of  the  South  African  Institute  of  Race  Relations,  government  acts,

policy  documents,  reports,  political  speeches  and  statements,  newspaper  articles,  websites,

qualitative interviews, video recordings, as well as brochures and booklets from South African

credit bureaus, the NCR, debt collectors, real estate agents and student financing agencies.  The

secondary sources used in the dissertation include scholarly books and journal articles.  
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1.4 Analyzing data

1.4.1 Triangulation

Triangulation was discussed above as a method of data gathering.  But it is also used in

this dissertation as a method of interpreting data.  I do so in two main ways.  The first application

of triangulation that is adopted in the dissertation is the employment of open-ended qualitative

interviewing, discourse analysis and content analysis.  Because of the inherent bias in each of

these methods, triangulation was employed as a means of bringing confidence to the presentation

of research findings (Bryman 2012: 281).  

The second application of this method is by triangulating a) striking admissions from

open-ended interviews with state representatives and corporate professionals in the businesses of

credit  analysis  and  debt  collecting,  b)  corporate  publicity  documents,  national  legislation,

political  speeches  and  policy  statements,  newspaper  articles  and  websites  representing  the

Department of Trade and Industry, the NCR and credit bureaus, and c) open-ended interviews

with Durbanite consumers who have been scored by credit bureaus.  This methodology reveals, in

a way that has not previously been shown of South Africa, how social (often historically rooted)

disadvantages prevail between those actors who manage, support, and profit from the back-end of

credit scoring and those consumers who interact with its front-end. 

In  the  course  of  the  research,  it  became  evident  that  historical  social  categories  of

disadvantage  continued  to  limit  the  extent  to  which  social  transformation  was  achieved  in

respondents’ experiences with credit scoring.  Subsequent to the original research design, it was

decided to triangulate this finding with two maps that offer demographic comparisons of Durban

over a period of just under 60 years (see Chapter 7).
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1.4.2 Content analysis

I perform a content analysis of primary sources to compare responses from interviews, as

well as to assess the extent of consistency in government and corporate documents identified

above that are seemingly connected by an overarching mandate of social transformation.   This is

done by paying particular attention to interview data, online newspapers archived from the early

1990s to present, and legislation (primarily credit-, land-, race-, and student-related acts that were

passed between 1950 and 2010) to the thematic relationships between phrasings, descriptions and

synonyms  of  ‘credit’,  ‘credit  scoring’,  ‘social  transformation’,  ‘discrimination’,  ‘oppression’,

‘gender’, ‘class’, and ‘race’.  Further, a content analysis is used to interpret the links between

these terms and the social experiences of students and Durban residents (see Chapters 6 and 7

respectively).  

Although  coding  is  arguably  a  “crucial  part”  of  content  analysis,  particularly  in

quantitative  studies  (Bryman  2012:  294)  a  coding  schedule  is  excluded  from the  qualitative

methodology adopted  here.   This  is  primarily  because  such an  approach limits  the  scope of

qualitative interpretation, especially by casting aside the data that do not fit in a coding rubric. 

1.4.3 Discourse analysis

Discourse analysis is employed in this dissertation from a Foucauldian perspective.  A

Foucauldian discourse analysis is used to critically analyze the relationship between relations of

power  and  bodies  of  knowledge,  generated  through  the  channels  of  communication  (or

discourses) used in the content analysis above (Foucault 1979).  More specifically, this approach

is used to understand the relations of power that emerge from discourses between the National

Party, ANC, credit bureaus the NCR, mortgage  borrowers and student loan-holders.  Discourse

analysis is also used to approach the ways in which different groups challenge and mutually
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reinforce discourses about social categories.  In both cases of technology and social categories,

discourse analysis offers insights to the research objectives that focus on the ways in which credit

scoring, and social categories of gender, class and race, relate to the government narrative of

social transformation in historical perspective.

1.5 Chapter outline

The remainder of this dissertation is divided into six main chapters.  Chapters 2 and 3

provide theoretical frameworks for the study, while Chapters 4-7 apply these frameworks to a

sociological study of South Africa:

In Chapter 2, I argue that modes of categorization do not receive the scholarly attention

that is due to them given their centrality to individuals’ social positionings.  Bodies of literature

that most commonly rely on social categories in their analyses, do so with social categories as

points of departure, not entry, in studies of social disadvantage.  This is shown to be true of

literature on the political economy of finance, surveillance as social sorting, and credit scoring

and risk.  It is by finding a middle ground between the materiality of political economy and the

immateriality of information (Gandy 2011: 436) that a political economy of personal information

is positioned in the chapter as the necessary framework with which to study the social effects of

categorization and classification.  

Chapter 3 presents a theoretical contribution to the social sciences by bringing into fruitful

dialogue the works of Oscar Gandy, David Lyon and Harold Wolpe.  By situating the construction

of social categories and social  consequences of such categories within a framework of social

sorting and surveillance (Lyon), I demonstrate the value of personal information to institutions

that  profit  at  the  expense  of  individuals.   I  contextualize  this  in  the  case  of  South  African

capitalism and the racialization of class (Wolpe) by showing that the particular kind of sorting
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that is found in the mechanism of credit scoring in South Africa is characteristic of the panoptic

sort (Gandy).

Chapter 4 provides a brief history of state-implemented social categories in South Africa

to show how the dawn of political democracy in 1994 marked an embrace of – not opposition to

– their inheritance by the ANC.  From this perspective, the chapter  uses the concept of social

sorting  as  an  analytical  tool  to  identify  apartheid  in  South  Africa  as  a  social  condition;  not

exclusively as a time period.  The relevance of this line of argument is to frame the temporal

relationship between the social categories under National Party rule, with the social categories

that emerge from credit legislation, policy and scoring.  The chapter builds on contributions by

Wolpe and Lyon, in particular, in order to demonstrate the social reproduction of social categories

of disadvantage.  These categories are framed in the ‘new’ South Africa as indicators of social

transformation. Upon consideration of the social consequences of credit scoring, it is proposed

that it is necessary to reject biopolitical understandings of ‘populations at risk’ and focus instead

on the creation of ‘populations as risks’.  This shifts focus from conditions of risk to categories of

risk.  With the conceptual emphasis on categories of risk established in Chapter 4, its ‘nuts and

bolts’ are accounted for in Chapter 5, while Chapters 6 and 7 offer unique case studies to expand

on the ways in which categories of risk are constructed and experienced.  

More specifically, Chapter 5 confronts the ‘black boxing’ of credit scoring in South Africa

by critically examining the social consequences of its back-end algorithmic design and front-end

consumer experiences.  Gandy’s ‘panoptic sort’ characterizes these two ends, and provides the

basis  for  the  argument  that  credit  scoring  defies  principles  of  public  accountability  and

transparency,  and  neglects  key  social  protections  offered  in  South  Africa’s  Constitution

(Government  Gazette  17678  1997).   I  triangulate  a)  striking  admissions  from  open-ended

interviews with state representatives and corporate professionals, b) content analyses of corporate
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publicity documents and national legislation, and c) open-ended interviews with consumers who

have been scored by credit bureaus.  This methodology reveals, in a way that has not been shown

of South Africa, how social disadvantages prevail between actors at the back-end and front-end of

credit scoring.  

With attention to credit legislation, policy and scoring consuming most of the focus in the

preceding two chapters, Chapters 6 and 7 provide case studies that consolidate the conceptual

approaches to  this  dissertation,  with the respective cases  of  higher  education and housing in

South Africa.  In each of these chapters, I draw attention to the centrality of social categories of

risk  to  social  organization  in  both  historical  and contemporary  contexts,  and how the  social

consequences  of  those  categories  are  reproduced  as  measures  of  social  transformation.   So

ubiquitous is the framing of contemporary social organization in the terms of historical social

categories, that even academic analysis loses sight of critical inquiry on the relationship between

historical  social  categories  and  contemporary  social  transformation.   It  is  only  against  the

backdrop of Chapters 4 and 5 that the relevance of Chapters 6 and 7 can be fully appreciated in

terms of  how credit  legislation,  policy  and scoring relate  to  the social  conditions  that  affect

students and (prospective) mortgage borrowers.  

By situating Chapter 6 in South African higher education, it  addresses tensions between

institutional  practices  of  student  credit  assessment  and  students’ experiences  with  financial

difficulties.  By providing an historical lens of the social categories used to classify students in

higher education, I argue that these tensions are social reproductions of, in particular, racialized

and  class-based  experiences  with  social  disadvantage.  From  the  point  of  view  of  social

transformation, as interpreted by policymakers and academics committed to its cause, it might

seem reasonable that students in a contemporary context are required to conform to historical

social  categories  in  order  to  measure  the  extent  of  relative  social  change.   In  this  respect,
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continued  identification  within  such  categories  arguably  informs  the  ways  in  which  student

identities (race, class, gender, type of degree, year of study, etc.) are weighted in credit decisions

so  that  student  financing  reinforces  the  bias  constructed  into  the  social  categories  that  were

historically disproportionately unfavoured.  However, the tension rests with the ways in which

bias contravenes constitutional protections against forms of social discrimination such as those

that are racialized, class-based and gendered.  While financial institutions deny the use of such

social categories as measures of credit assessment, this chapter reveals the ways in which these

categories contribute to the social effects of credit scoring that many students experience.

Similarly, Chapter 7 adopts an historical lens on the racialization of space in Durban, and

examines how racialized access to housing and credit-scored mortgages since 1994 contributes to

cumulative social  disadvantages.   While the social  categories that  led to  racial  and gendered

stereotypes explicitly influenced home loan assessments,  particularly in the 1970s and 1980s,

those stereotypes continue to present racialized social outcomes for many respondents.  Together,

these  points  account  for  many  of  the  challenges  experienced  by  historically  disadvantaged

individuals not only in barring them access to credit-scored home loans, but in providing them

with the means to relocate in ‘socially transformative’ ways.  
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review: moving towards a political economy of personal information

2.1 Introduction

With South Africa 22 years into political democracy (at the time of writing), there is much

evidence to suggest that the government’s promises of a ‘new’ South Africa, iconized with the

release of Nelson Mandela from Robben Island in 1991, have largely failed to be fulfilled (eg:

Bond 2000, 2004, 2013; Desai 2004; Habib and Padayachee 2000; Singh 2010).  A significant

contribution to this failure has been the government’s framing of social transformation in terms of

the  social  categories  that  were  historically  used  as  methods  of  oppression  by  the  minority

government.  While this claim is dealt with in subsequent chapters, the present chapter shows

how scholarly critiques that make reference to social disadvantage in general, and to the African

National Congress’ failures in particular, overlook the centrality of modes of categorization to

social outcomes of disadvantages.  More specifically, this chapter demonstrates that key bodies of

literature which make reference to social disadvantage, or its reproduction, do so at the level of

modes of production, while bypassing the actual fieldwork needed to discover how, why and by

whom, those social categories were constructed in the first place.  These shortcomings of the

identified  scholarly  literature  point  to  the  centrality  of  a  political  economy  of  personal

information in advancing understandings of social disadvantage.   

Literature on the financialization of everyday life brings attention to the ways in which

daily encounters with financial  calculations,  judgements,  credit  scores,  and so on,  reflect  the

presence of a ‘financial logic’ in daily life (eg: Martin 2002; Pellandini-Simányi et al. 2015).  But

in showing how the markers  of  financial  identification increasingly become infused with (or

stand in for)  the markers of individuals’ general identification,  the study of financialization’s

19



contribution  to  social  disadvantage  is  seemingly  of  secondary  concern.   On  the  other  hand,

literature that has,  to date,  most readily concerned itself  with the relationship between social

disadvantage  and credit,  in  general,  contributes  most  significantly  to  a  political  economy of

finance.  The result of this is that the research focus is on the social relations between individuals

and financial institutions, often guided by critiques of ideological inquiry.  While this adds value

to understandings of global systems of finance,  it  often falls short of interrogating the social

categories that inform individuals’ social positionings, or indeed, that inform their differential

treatment  by financial  (and other)  institutions.   Indeed,  it  is  a  political  economy of  personal

information, located in this dissertation in the field of Surveillance Studies, that often receives

little attention, or is entirely neglected, by virtue of the logic of inquiry that guides analyses in

other branches of political economy that seek to understand social disadvantage. 

The veil of secrecy that protects the ‘black boxed’ nature of credit scoring that I explore in

Chapter 5 is informed by theoretical tools offered by science and technology studies (STS) in

terms of how the  opacity of credit  scoring algorithms to non-experts increases the black box

phenomenon.  Black boxes are framed in the STS literature as separating objectivity (in this case,

the back-end of credit scoring) from subjectivity (in this case, the front-end of credit scoring).

But such binaries, argues Bruno Latour (1999), confine the extent of reality to these camps.  This

builds on (although not by way of formal acknowledgement) Harry Collins’ (1983: 267) interest

in  “what  comes  to  count  as  scientific  knowledge  and  how  it  comes  so  to  count”,  because

knowledge,  he  proposes,  of  scientific  activity,  is  contingent  on  agents’ social  positionings

(Collins 1983: 267).  The value of this approach is questioning how it is that certain views of the

world (knowledge of credit scoring) count more than others (those who are scored), rather than

how better social organization and social positionings might improve understandings of reality.

This  is  because simply  stating  that  technology is  socially  constructed is  insufficient;  Donald
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MacKenzie (1991) argues that there is a reality which constrains choices such that technology

and politics are separated by vested interests even though they are mutually constituted.  While a

science  and  technology  studies  perspective  informs  my  approach,  the  main  theoretical

contribution is detailed in the remainder of this literature review: against the backdrop of the

research objectives provided in Chapter 1, what are the merits of a political economy of personal

information that drives the analysis?

2.2 Political economy of finance

Literature  within  the  political  economy  of  finance  grapples  with  pertinent  questions

relating to the financialization of power relations that obtain between individuals and institutions.

But  with  an  array  of  approaches  facilitating  different  focuses  on  different  aspects  of

financialization, some are less concerned with social categories of class, gender and race than

others,  even  though  it  is  through  these  categories  that  social  conditions  of  advantage  and

disadvantage  are  experienced.   These  are  the  main  social  categories  –  whether  directly

acknowledged as such or not by researchers – in which social advantage and disadvantage are

experienced.   This  acknowledgement  is  more  readily  provided  by  those  who  identify  these

categories as a point of entry, such as Genevieve Lebaron and Adrienne Roberts (2010) in their

construction of a feminist political economy.  They make it evident that the “carceral” roles of

capitalist social relations which “lock” the life choices and possibilities of Americans are socially

related to the specific social categories of class, gender and race.   For Lebaron and Roberts

(2010), these categories not only lie at the centre of inequality, but “perpetuate social divisions

and inequalities” in ways that particularly affect women of colour (LeBaron and Roberts 2010:

31, emphasis added).   
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For Arrighi (1994) and Krippner (2008), financialization refers to a form of profit generation that

is increasingly derived from financial channels than trade and commodity production.  While this

finding  is  telling  of  changes  in  economic  activity,  the  consequences  of  these  changes  on

intersecting social categories of class, gender and race is less clear. For others, financialization is

a mode of corporate governance increasingly characterized by the growth in shareholder value

(Williams 2000).  The focus from this perspective on “national transformation, financialization

and growth regimes” as well as “the impact of the capital market on forms of competition”, might

improve understandings of capital markets without accounting for how they actually shape the

lives of socially categorized individuals (Williams 2000: 2, 6).  

Therefore,  for  many  scholars  of  critical  political  economy,  social  categories  are

naturalized descriptively as the categories of social advantage and social disadvantage, without

explicitly analyzing the construction of such categories or the ways in which it is actually modes

of categorization and classification that centrally affect social positioning.  As an example, for

many Marxists, it is the separation between classes of ‘bourgeoisie’ and ‘proletariat’ that informs

particular  understandings  of  social  experiences.   But  a  focus  at  this  level  of  individuals’

relationships with the means of production risks a neglect of the seemingly mundane common

attributes (such as gender and race) that inform the social positioning of individuals in different

social categories and sub-categories.  

I will provide three examples of this.  Firstly, for scholars of Marxism, such as Patrick

Bond (2015: 219), part of the mandate of a political economy of finance is to account for “how

finance amplifies uneven and combined development” (Bond 2015: 231).  His critique of the

contradictions of consumer credit in South Africa draws our attention to the relationship between

social categories of class and race to capitalism.  He does this by characterizing consumer debt in

South Africa, together with its class- and race- based typography, as “the logical outcomes of
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capitalist crisis formation and displacement” (Bond 2015: 219).  These outcomes are increasingly

acute when considering the “financialization” and rise of corporate  and banking class  power

implicit  in  neoliberal  public  policy”  (Bond  2015:  219).   This  line  of  inquiry  advances

understandings  of  the ‘capitalist  logic’,  and locates  the reproduction,  “mutation”  and “super-

exploitation” of class-based and racialized social disadvantages as functions of a capitalist logic

in  general,  and  neoliberal  policy  in  particular  (Bond  2015:  222).   But  by  focusing  on  the

categories  of  class  and  race  as  the  outcomes of  a  capitalist  logic,  this  approach  sees  such

categories as points of analytic departure, not entry.  As a result, it is only implied, or taken for

granted, that it is the social categories into which people are classified that shape their different

social outlooks.    

In other examples provided by prominent figures in the political  economy of finance,

analytic  attention  is  granted  to  modes  of  categorization  and  classification  to  identify  their

interactions with neoliberalism, but not to trace the organizational aspects of those modes.  This

is observed in a second example, where David McNally (2011: 2, 5) accounts for the continued

hardships of the poor and working class,  and “indigenous lands,  public services, unions, and

communities  of  colour”,  in  terms  of  a  “mutant  neoliberalism”.   He  argues  that  “systematic

discrimination”  characterizes  the  ill-treatment  of  women  of  colour  in  accessing  credit,  that

“enduring histories of racial exclusion” are tied to the growing financialization of households

and,  more  to  the  point,  that  “racialized  dispossession”  characterizes  the  social  condition

accentuated by financialization (McNally 2011: 123, 145).  Thirdly, David Harvey’s (2003: 137-

182) term “accumulation by dispossession” describes the “fine-tuned” (2003: 147) capitalist logic

that advantages a few at the expense of many.5  

5  While  accumulation by dispossesion might  be  described  as  corresponding to  ‘primitive accumulation’ which
disposesses people from land,  McNally (2011: 218) argues that  Harvey’s term includes the theft  of land, while
Marx’s primitive accumulation does not.
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In all these cases, there is clear reference to the social categories of disadvantage, but an

absence of accounts of how modes of categorization are used to socially organize populations in

neoliberal contexts.  That such political economy perspectives overlook, or, at best, underplay,

the ubiquity of social  categories as organizing tools in social  management (Bowker and Star

1999)  attests  to  the  normalizing  drive  in  mainstream literature  on  the  political  economy  of

finance to identify social disadvantages as functions of a mode of production, rather than of a

social tapestry ordered by the classifying drive of seemingly invisible processes, and covertly

managed by institutional agents (Bowker and Star 1999: 2-3).  This dissertation confronts that

seeming  invisibility  and  covertness  by  repoliticizing  many  of  the  apolitical  and  mundane

assumptions of social categorization and social classification in South Africa.

More specifically, to focus on the social relations and spaces of credit and debt at the

ideological level, for all the intellectual value of this approach, is to sideline the significance of

the  organizational  aspects  of  social  advantage  and social  disadvantage  at  the  level  of  social

classification.  The temptation to subscribe to the ideological reasoning, as an alternative to that

which I describe, is illustrated by McNally: 

...the story of powerful bankers seizing the reins of capitalism and remaking it in their interests is
decidedly unhelpful.  Among other things, it falls prey to the illusion that powerful men (and the
odd woman) actually direct the way our society develops, determine what happens as if they were
changing  channels  on  their  television  sets.   Yet  capitalism  is  an  alienated  system  that,  like
Frankenstein’s Creature, takes on a life of its own (McNally 2011: 87).

At the risk of advances in the political economy of finance becoming further estranged

from  the  roles  of  individuals,  and  the  social  categories  into  which  they  are  classified,  this

dissertation advances the need for a political economy of personal information.  Doing so allows

for questions such as:  who (or what)  places already gendered and racialized individuals into

particular groups, so that they may be the targets of “predatory [financial] inclusion” (McNally

24



2011: 123), or the subjects of “debtfare” or ubiquitous debt (Soederberg 2014: 1)?  Indeed, what

is  the  scope  of  the  categories,  how  do  they  globalize,  when  are  they  rendered  visible  to

consumers,  who  performs  this  rendering,  and  why?   To  answer  such  questions  requires  a

refocusing of attention from a political economy of finance to a political economy of personal

information.

2.3 Surveillance as social sorting within a political economy of personal information

A shift of focus from social relations and modes of production to social  relations and

personal information (that is, from macro levels of analysis to organizational and micro levels),

helps  account  not  only  for  discriminatory  social  outcomes,  but  for  the  modes  of  social

categorization themselves, and for the personal information that populates social categories.  The

need  for  this  shift  is  increasingly  apparent  when  considering  that  many  political  economy

critiques  of  finance  recognize social  contexts  of  social  disadvantage  (eg:  Bond  2015:  222;

McNally 2011: 5, 122-123), but  overlook or  underplay the ways in which processes of social

categorization  provide  the  bases  for  populations  to  be  managed  differently.   This  lacuna  is

addressed by invoking the concept of ‘surveillance as social sorting’, which calls for academic

research to examine the modes of categorization that sit at the root of broader critical analyses.

Briefly, this concept describes the call to “focus on the social and economic categories and the

computer codes by which personal data is organized with a view to influencing and managing

people and populations” (Lyon 2003: 2).  With this lens, one is able to identify the extent to

which some analysts of critical political economy underestimate the foundational role of social

categories in social relations, while those who pay attention to such foundations sometimes lack

the theoretical robustness of a capitalist  logic that is offered by their  counterparts  (See Lyon

2001: 142).
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The value of approaching ‘surveillance as social sorting’, particularly when employed as

an analytic tool in the political economy of personal information, was detailed at least one decade

before  its  popularity.   Gandy’s  (1993)  Panoptic  Sort  is  a  pioneering contribution  that  brings

attention to the ways in which personal data are surveilled by marketers in capitalist economies,

then  categorized  so  that  consumers  may  be  treated  differently  (the  Panoptic  Sort  is  further

explored in Chapter 3).  His panoptic metaphor, symbolizing ‘one’ (marketers) watching ‘many’

(populations) stands in contrast to  Nicholas Negroponte’s (cited in Turow 2011: 14) concept of

‘The Daily Me’ in which new media technology assumedly serves the interests of consumers, in

the form of a customized online newspaper, rather than corporate and government spheres.  In

response, Joseph Turow’s (2011) The Daily You reinforces the ‘Annenburg School of thought’ at

the University of Pennsylvania (where Gandy and Turow concurrently served as faculty) in terms

of the critical significance of social categories to social conditions of disadvantage.  Turow shows

how digital traces of individuals’ consumption data inform the categories into which corporations

and governments place them so that goods and services, marketed as matching those categories,

may be targeted back at respective consumers.  These processes raise serious questions about

Negroponte’s (cited in Turow 2011: 14) assumptions of consumer empowerment.  This is because

social  identifiers  such  as  individual  background,  location,  relationships,  and  other  forms  of

individual and household profiling are the “fundamental coins of exchange” in the digital world,

specifically in influencing the balance of power away from consumers, towards corporations and

governments (Turow 2011: 89).

While Turow further develops the groundwork provided by Gandy, it is notable that he

does not reference Gandy’s  The Panoptic Sort  in  The Daily You.   Perhaps more intriguingly,

Negroponte does not tackle Gandy’s arguments in the development or defense of his thesis.  This

is one of the gaps addressed in this dissertation: Gandy’s contributions frequently do not receive
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the  attention  that  merits  their  value  to  advancing  our  understandings  of  social  phenomena.

Nevertheless,  Turow  advances  past  work  on  social  sorting  by  improving  the  readers’

understandings of the ‘back end’ of social sorting in ways that reflections on the condition of

consumer  exploitation  fall  short.   For  example,  Eran  Fisher’s  (2010:  118)  Media  and  New

Capitalism in the Digital Age focuses on the ways in which technology functions as the material

foundation of modern societies, situating crowdsourcing as a form of unpaid labour in the “new

capitalism”,  and thus,  as  a  form of  “superexploitation”.   He uses  crowdsourcing  to  describe

individuals involved in both consumption and production; these “prosumers” are a “new category

of worker” (Fisher 2010: 7).  But it is with Turow’s work in mind that such a category (more

correctly,  ‘categories’)  is  problematized  in  the  context  of  social  advantage  and  social

disadvantage.    

Other helpful works in this regard include Greg Elmer’s (2004) Profiling Machines  and

Eli Pariser’s (2011) Filter Bubble.  Both provide, at least indirectly, conceptual understandings of

‘surveillance as social sorting’, and both are analyses of the personal information economy, with

Elmer (2004: 55) employing the term “consumer feedback” that is comparable to Fisher’s (2010:

7) description of “prosumers”.  Elmer (2004: 55) details  the processes of consumer profiling

designed to use histories of consumer behaviour in predicting their future tastes and preferences.

These  “automated  solicitations”  are  used  to  create  new  “topographies  of  consumption”  that

influence consumer profiling both geographically and virtually (Elmer 2004: 9).  The creation of

these  topographies  is  echoed  by  Pariser  (2011:  9)  who  argues  that  [t]he  algorithms  that

orchestrate our ads are starting to orchestrate our lives”.  He employs the term “filter bubble” to

account for the clustering of individuals and groups into information bubbles.  

But it is Elmer, more so than Pariser, who bridges the material foundations of technology

that  Fisher  identifies  within  a  broader  capitalist  framework.   He  does  this  by,  in  part,
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contextualizing his study with a critical theoretical framework that includes influences such as

Harvey cited above.  Therefore, the crevasse between descriptions of the conditions of social

disadvantage (in a political economy of finance) as a function of a capitalist mode of production,

and the social categories of these conditions (in a political economy of personal information)

separates two fields that necessarily support each other yet lack sufficient groundwork for them to

be in conversation.    

2.4 Credit scoring and risk

A number of contributions on credit scoring help to bridge the gap in literature between a

political economy of finance and a political economy of personal information.   For example,

Andrew Leyshon and Nigel  Thrift  (1999:  435),  while  recognizing  the  “god-like  surveillance

capacities” of databases  and software search for the more mundane roots of  social  ordering,

including those found in credit scoring.  They argue that the “electronic lists” of credit scoring in

Britain “come alive” because of the speed of data processing (Leyshon and Thrift 1999: 442).  

Donncha Marron (2007:  106) shows how social  sorting and the constitution of credit

might  intersect.   Focusing  on  American  consumer  credit,  he  demonstrates  how  the

“individualizing gaze of the lender” converges with the drive of credit risk analysis to reify credit

predictions  as  inherent  attributes  of  individuals.   Through  the  resulting  objectification  of

consumers, “scoring [underscores] the coherent identity of being ‘female’ or ‘black’ within which

oppression or marginalization is experienced” (Marron 2007: 111).  Marron uses this observation

of social disadvantage to show that when consumers are treated in such ways by formal credit

systems,  their  social  conditions  are  worsened  with  the  “more  coercive  mechanisms”  of

pawnbrokers and pay-day lenders.  While his contribution no doubt advances understandings of
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credit risk, it seems based on a necessity or inevitability of credit.  This general observation is

shared  by  Paul  Langley  (2014:  417)  for  whom  it  is  a  “strange  irony”  that  in  analyses  of

consumerism and  credit,  it  is  the  consumption  of  consumer  credit  that  is  often  overlooked.

However, the irony is harder-hitting when considering that Marron does not take the argument the

direction of questioning the constitution of social categories, or their social consequences, in any

substantial manner.  This logic is reflective of an argument that is insightfully critical of credit

risk, but less so of the social categories that it depends on or that it negatively shapes.    

Along similar lines to Langley, in terms of the analytical positioning of key concepts in

social science literature on credit, is Martha Poon’s (2007) directive to view scorecard technology

in the United States as the object of investigation, not the medium of investigating concerns with

risk quantification.  While this view allows for an appreciation of credit scoring as a “market

device”, whose socio-economic effects are shaped by a number of scorecard-centred calculative

arrangements, as opposed to a singular calculative revolution, Dawn Burton (2012: 111) holds

that  this  analysis  nevertheless  applies  a  universalist  perspective  on  credit  scoring  with  little

attention to geo-cultural specificity.  As an alternative, she offers the term “lendingscapes” to

shine  the  spotlight  on  “emerging  markets”  and  the  problems with  acultural  techno-scientific

assumptions.  While the development of such a perspective is not entirely novel (see Guseva and

Rona-Tas 2001 on US and Russian comparisons), it does motivate the need for analyses, such as

the current one, to be informed by a spatio-cultural specificity.  
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2.5 The context: why locate South Africa within a political economy of personal 

information?

With this spatio-cultural specificity in mind, what motivates a focus on South Africa?  The

relative absence from the interdisciplinary field of Surveillance Studies  of  the South African

context in general, and of a political economy of personal information in particular, is a two part

issue.  In this section, I consider each in turn.  

Firstly, there appears to be a cultural preoccupation in Surveillance Studies with contexts

that are non-African.  This is particularly striking in light of the value that some have identified of

the South African context in particular.  For example, Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Star (1999:

224)  remark  that,  “[t]he  South  African  case  [of  racial  classification]  relates  directly  to  all

questions of information systems design where categories are attached to people”.  Despite this

intellectual  positioning,  it  is  largely  the  efforts  of  Anthony Minnaar  and Keith  Breckenridge

(themselves South African) whose works on security and identification systems respectively keep

the South African context visible in (albeit on the periphery of) Surveillance Studies.  The relative

abundance  of  studies  from North America  and western  Europe is  not  only  indicative  of  the

preoccupation in the field referred to above, but also reinforces the global dominance of western

epistemologies and ontologies in a host of disciplines that inform Surveillance Studies.6  Lyon

(2007:  191)  observes  that  “[s]ome people  have never  experienced levels  of  surveillance  that

others routinely have to endure.  Think of the South African passbooks under apartheid...” (Lyon

2007:  191).   Filling  this  gap  by  demonstrating  what  the  South  African  context  offers  to

Surveillance Studies is a primary purpose of this dissertation.  Indeed, if experiences such as

6  For example, in the discipline of sociology, Auguste Comte, Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx and Max Weber are often
considered as the founding fathers, not just of western sociology, but of sociology as a whole (eg: Seidman 2008).
To the  contrary,  in  Fuaad  Bali’s  Ibn  Khaldun’s  Sociological  Thought,  he  writes  of  Khaldun’s  declaration,  four
centuries  prior  to  Comte,  that  he founded the “science of  human social  organisation” (Baali  1988: x).   This  is
essentially sociology.  
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those with passbooks are also found in contemporary South Africa, then this dissertation will

contribute to shifting the South African context closer to the centre of Surveillance Studies.  This

will also offer warnings on the kinds of social effects that may emerge from social sorting in

other parts of the world.  

Secondly,  literature  from the  perspective  of  an  African  political  economy of  personal

information is largely absent from African Studies, as from the literatures of Surveillance Studies,

despite a plethora of research on this topic on North America and western Europe.  Therefore, the

novelty of the present study is to fill this void.  With this in mind, this dissertation expands the

scope of such research in a field which sees this context arguably assume a peripheral position in

mainstream Surveillance Studies literature.  

2.6 Conclusion

The overwhelming focus on the United States in studies of neoliberalism and credit is

symptomatic  of  broader  trends.   Susanne  Soederberg  (2014:  2),  for  example,  defends  the

attention that she grants to the US as “...the combination of its geopolitical significance...and the

fervour  with  which  the  state  has  implemented  and  defended  neoliberalism  has  thrown  the

articulations  of debtfarism and the poverty industry into stark relief”.   While  there is  also a

significant geopolitical and neoliberal significance of South Africa (eg: Habib 2009;  Ogunnubi

and Isike 2015), and increasingly as studied in a political economy of finance (Bond 2015), this

must not foreshadow the gap identified here; what requires primary attention is not finance or

political  economy  as  the  subjects  of  analysis,  but  as  the  means  through  which  social

classifications present themselves.  

This chapter draws attention to the inadequacy of literature on a political economy of

finance to single-handedly address the main argument of this dissertation: credit scoring, as it is
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currently constituted in South Africa, offers more to the reproduction of social disadvantage –

characterized by interconnected forms of class, gender and race – than to its alleviation.  This

inadequacy is due largely to the fact that many perspectives in the political economy of finance

grant  attention  to  modes  of  categorization  to  observe their  social  consequences  as  points  of

departure;  not  to  trace their  constitution  as  points  of  entry.   The  former  necessarily,  and

problematically, apoliticizes these modes.  It is only by locating the lens of analysis on a political

economy of personal information, that draws on other political economies (such as of finance),

that modes of categorization can be repoliticized.  

Given the importance placed on a political economy of personal information, the next

chapter  examines  it  in  further  detail,  as  well  as  the  ways  in  which  it  contributes  to  the

conceptualization of a social condition of apartheid.
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Chapter 3

Theory in a Political Economy of Personal Information

3.1 Introduction

This chapter uses surveillance as social sorting as an analytic tool in a political economy

of personal information to identify apartheid in South Africa as a social condition, not exclusively

as a time period.  In responding to the second research objective, the relevance of this line of

argument is to identify the temporal relationship between the social  categories of governance

under  National  Party rule,  with those of  the  African  National  Congress  (ANC).   In  the first

section,  I  contextualize the disciplinary lens  of  a  political  economy of  personal  information,

which provides a pedestal for the second section that highlights key trends of this disciplinary

lens for a study of South Africa.  In the third section I develop the theoretical framework for this

dissertation by theorizing apartheid as a social  condition.   To do so,  I weave the intellectual

relationships between the sociologists Harold Wolpe and David Lyon on the social constructions

of classification, and social sorting respectively, with those of the communications scholar, Oscar

Gandy, on ‘cumulative disadvantage’ and the ‘panoptic sort’.  Through these intellectuals,  the

reader  will  find  Marxist  and  Foucauldian  influences  in  their  own  right,  but  especially  as

interpreted – and thus  modified  – through the respective  works  of  Gandy,  Lyon and Wolpe.

Finally, the fourth section discusses the methods adopted in the theoretical application of the

dissertation.

3.2 A political economy of personal information

Given the gaps identified in the scholarly landscape in Chapter 2, a political economy of

personal  information  shows  how social  categories  inform ideologies  of  both  oppression  and
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empowerment (Bowker and Star 1999; Gandy 1993).  Vincent Mosco (2009: 24) defines political

economy as “...the study of the social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually

constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources”.  For Gandy (1993; 2011),

personal information refers to information used to categorize, classify and evaluate individuals so

that they may be distinguished from each other, and thereby potentially treated differently.  When

these views are intersected, a political economy of personal information is about the relationships

between institutions and individuals, the ways in which personal information is created, used and

distributed, as well as how consumer decisions inform the regeneration of personal information.

With a dual view on the ambiguity of the social totality (political economy) and the specificity of

the individual (personal information), this disciplinary perspective draws attention to the social

categories and the information that populate them so that social profiles may be used to predict

the activities and behaviour of respective individuals.  In other words, personal information is

that which is used to socially sort individuals so that they may be treated differently (Gandy

1993; Lyon 2007).   But a political economy of personal information is, for Gandy (2011: 436),

“a  troubled  project  right  from the  start”.   This  is  because  it  is  characterized  by  materialist

disciplinary  origins  that  are  mutually  constituted  with  an  immaterial attribute  of  personal

information.

The  materialist  disciplinary  origins  of  political  economy  (that  intersect  with  the

immateriality of information) pertain to the nature of social relations – whether ideologically,

culturally, racially (and so on) created – as functions of the material world (Katz-Fishman et al.

2007).  The immaterial aspects of information are that it lacks universal units of measure and

properties of depletion to accompany its consumption or use.  In this way, information differs

from other commodities that may be traded in markets.  In fact, personal information that is

generated from consumer purchases, internet searches, phone calls etc. is surveilled ubiquitously
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by institutions for purposes such as national security, consumer risk management and targeted

advertizing  (Elmer  2004).   Such consumer  surveillance  provides  for  profitable  businesses  of

information trading, with cloud-based companies such as BlueKai and Axciom collecting data on

500 to  700 million  consumer  profiles  (Mitchell  2011).   Such information  is  often  traded  in

‘bundles’ or ‘stamps’ that contain combinations of coded data, which blur both the value of one

unit  of information and even what  a unit  comprises.   Thus,  the immateriality  of information

obscures its production value and camouflages unpaid labour in a social condition described with

terms such as “prosumption” elaborated on in Chapter 2 (Fisher 2010).

The ubiquity of sources from which information about individuals is gathered, traded,

analyzed and correlated by different institutions, provides for the ubiquity of social categorization

(Bowker and Star  1999).   The nature of categories  is  that  they have borders  which separate

‘insiders’ from ‘outsiders’.   For  Shoshana Magnet  (2011:  48),  this  raises  two key concerns.

Firstly, those individuals whose personal information does not correlate with a defined category

are often already socially marginalized.  Therefore, their marginalization is reproduced (such as

with transgendered individuals).   The result may be that these individuals lose out on access to

resources or services, which reinforces Lyon’s (2001: 3) point that surveillance has “two faces” of

control and care.  Secondly, by virtue of the constructed nature of personal information and the

social categories to which it may be associated, assumptions about individuals, to stand in for

attributes that don’t match established criteria, may result in, for example, the racial profiling of

minority or majority populations.  But how does a political economy of personal information help

to  explain  social  disadvantage  in  South Africa?   The next  section  identifies  key trends in  a

political economy of personal information that guide the analysis in the forthcoming chapters.    
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3.3 Key ‘trends’ in a political economy of personal information in a South African 

context 

There are four key ‘trends’ in a political economy of personal information that inform my

argument:7  

3.3.1 Expanding surveillance

As stated above, forms of state surveillance are not new to South Africans, particularly to

those who have been biometrically identified with fingerprinting.  An historic turning point in the

expansion, intensification and ubiquity of surveillance practices is marked, on the one hand, by

the  electronic  routinization  of  individuals’ everyday  lives,  and,  on  the  other  hand,  by  the

contribution of computers in surveilling that routinization (‘dataveillance’).  In the context of

expanding surveillance, the ambiguity of the practice is that while it is neither inherently socially

negative nor socially positive, it is never neutral (Lyon 2007: 96, 162).  

One example that illustrates the scope of the electronic footprints, or “data doubles”, that

are generated from consumers’ daily activities in South Africa is that of how they led Detective

Piet Byleveld to the killer of Leigh Matthews.  

Donovan Moodley, a student at Bond University in Gauteng, was found guilty in 2005 of

extortion, kidnapping and murder.  His victim was another student at the university, 21 year old

Matthews.  What this case illustrates is the significant contribution of digital surveillance that led

to Moodley’s arrest.  By tracking Matthews’ cellphone calls, Byleveld was able to geolocate her

movements  throughout  the  day  of  her  kidnapping.   These  were  matched  against  Moodley’s

cellphone records that not only placed him in the vicinity of Matthews, but on the flyover where

ransom  money  was  collected  from  Matthews’ father.   With  Moodley’s  credit  card  details,

7  The first three of the following four ‘trends’ are adopted from Bennett et al. (2014) in their study of surveillance in
Canada.  
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Byleveld observed that part of the ransom money had been deposited into credit and savings

accounts, and, by tracking Moodley’s credit history, that the rest was used to purchase lavish

goods and services (Retief 2011: 211-242).    

While  surveillance,  in  the  above  example,  was  essential  to  tracking  down  Donovan

Moodley, it might be portrayed as an invasion of privacy in consumers’ everyday activities.  But

is support for its use in the Moodley case to suggest that the monitoring of consumers’ cellphone

records and financial activities is ethical in all contexts? While there is no easy answer to this

question, it is clear that (expanding) surveillance brings with it (expanding) forms of power in the

relations between the ‘watcher’ and the ‘watched’.  

3.3.2 The blurring of public and private

When individuals are issued with national identity documents, bank accounts and credit

cards, or when they receive risk assessments from doctors of the likelihood to contract a disease,

it might be a reasonable expectation that the relevant data are kept confidential because of the

individually  identifiable  nature  of  such  sensitive  information.   But  ownership  over  that

information  is  questionable  because,  while  it  is  information  derived  from  individuals  or

individual experiences, the necessary documents are issued to individuals by corporations or the

state.  Under these conditions, to what extent are such data actually ‘private’?  Indeed, one of the

requirements in South Africa to apply for a credit card through a commercial bank is to prove

one’s identity with a state-issued identity document.  Similarly, if one attempts to complete an

online application for credit through a bank’s website, and inserts an invalid identity number, the

form automatically generates an error message.  This indicates that a database of South African

identity numbers is matched against that which the consumer provides for both authenticity (the

validity of the number) and accuracy (positive identification).   These examples illustrate that
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sensitive data flow between corporations and the state, in ways that are sometimes opaque to the

consumer, but always surveilled.  As a result, the barriers between commercial and public sectors,

and private or public ownership over personally identifiable information, become increasingly

blurred.  

3.3.3 The growing ambiguity of personal information

Because  the  line  between  public  and  private  ownership  over  individually  identifiable

information  is  not  distinct,  the  ownership  of  personally  identifiable  information  that  flows

between corporations, the state and individuals becomes increasingly ambiguous.  In an interview

with an actuary, it was explained to me that, 

I’ve never gone to any of these guys for loans [commercial banks]. I’m just despondent that credit

bureaus  are  collecting  information  from  me  which  I’m  offended  by....If  you  don’t  need  the

services, why should they collect data? But then they’ll turn around and say ‘one day when you do

need credit, we have a record’. But that’s like chicken and egg kind of thing.  They want our

private lives to be public. (Actuary, Personal Interview 2013)

While Standard Bank (2016) treats personal information as “private and confidential”, its privacy

and security policy states that consumers’ personal information may be shared with third parties,

but that “...they [third parties] have to agree to our privacy policies if they need access to any

personal information to carry out their services”.  But by virtue of sharing personal information,

even if managed securely, the privacy and confidentiality that may once have been associated

with it are necessarily compromised.  Perhaps taking the ambiguity of personally identifiable

information one step further is First National Bank’s (2016) statement that “we will disclose your

personal information without your consent”.  The conditions under which this could happen are:

“If we are required to do so by law or a court order; If disclosure is in the public interest; If
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disclosure is in the Bank’s interest; With your implied consent.”  These conditions indicate that

the balance of agency in ownership over individually identifiable information does not rest with

the individual in question but with the groups that surveill, process and store that information

(this is expanded upon in Chapter 5).  In fact, the generation of a consumer’s credit score is, in

part,  dependent  on  the  tracking  of  one’s  purchases,  the  transmission  of  that  data  between

companies, and its interpretation by credit bureaus’ automated algorithms that generate credit

scores.  In light of the flows of expanding mobile and location-based surveillance, such ‘personal’

data about consumer purchases are, more accurately, tradable data (Andrejevic 2007: 3; Pridmore

and Zwick 2011).  

3.3.4 Visible individuals, invisible agencies 

The  fourth  ‘trend’ in  a  political  economy  of  personal  information  that  informs  the

argument  is  captured  in  the  dissertation’s  title:  ‘black  box’.   What  is  generally  unknown to

consumers who are surveilled is the categories that are generated from information about them,

and into which they are categorized (Lyon 2010: 329).  Susan Lace (2005: 1) aptly refers to

consumers as “glass consumers” because “others know so much about us, they can almost see

through us”. Indeed, in the context of credit scoring in South Africa, Chapter 5 shows how a veil

of  institutionalized  methodological  secrecy  shields  credit  scoring  from  consumers  who  are

rendered ‘visible’ through comparably ‘invisible’ methods of surveillance.

3.4 Theorizing a social condition of apartheid

George Orwell’s (1954) dystopian novel, Nineteen Eighty-Four, was not originally written

as  1984  although it is sometimes published in this way.  The difference between the date and
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words is that the former refers to a time, while the latter  describes the social  condition of a

totalitarian  state  (Marks  2013).   Similarly,  ‘apartheid  and  its  conditions’ may  refer  to  the

parameters or characteristics of a regime between 1948 and 1993 in South Africa.  On the other

hand, a social condition of apartheid refers to the nature of a particular set of experiences and a

state of being.  This viewpoint is not new (Zureik 1979: 16) and is arguably sometimes used

helpfully  to  a  point,  but  overall  inaccurately  (Jacobs  cited  in  Dropkin  2005).   However,  by

grounding this dissertation in a study of South Africa, I limit the application of a social condition

of apartheid to the task of identifying similarities of social experiences across time periods.  

To proceed, I draw primarily on the contributions of three scholars: Gandy, Lyon and

Wolpe.  All three are concerned with the economic, political and social consequences that result

from losses of control over individual identities and collective rights.  For Gandy, it is the loss of

control over personal information and decision-making; for Lyon, it is the role of surveillance in

socially sorting individuals so that they may be treated differently from each other; for Wolpe, it

is  the  prevalence  of  an  unjust  system  of  political  rule  that  shapes  social  constructions  of

classification in ways that bring about disadvantages along the lines of those classifications (most

notably race and class).  By considering, for a moment, the common contributions of Lyon and

Gandy, it is apparent that their strengths are the weakness of Wolpe in that the latter fails to

consider the use of technology as an ideological mechanism.  Lyon and Gandy are interested in

the ways that surveillance technologies are used to make decisions about individuals so that they

can be influenced and managed differently.  At the same time, while Gandy and Lyon are, to

differing degrees, explicitly concerned with the effects of sorting on those with marginalized

identities, they do not offer an interpretation of how this is experienced in South Africa.  In light

of this absence, an extension of Wolpean social theory on the relationship between apartheid and

40



capitalism provides an understanding of apartheid as a social condition.  Considered together, the

remainder of this chapter weaves a thread through the contributions of these three researchers to

provide a theoretical framework that accounts for the ways in which automated technologies of

credit scoring in South Africa shape the reproduction of historical social categories, and their

social consequences.

3.5 Sorting through the contributions of David Lyon and Harold Wolpe

The theoretical bridging between Lyon and Wolpe’s ideas brings their confrontation full

circle: it was in the lecture halls of the University of Bradford in 1968/9 where Lyon was an

undergraduate student of Wolpe (who spent 28 years in England during his exile from South

Africa).  However, it was during the course of the subsequent two decades that Wolpe made his

greatest  sociological  contributions.   Wolpe  (1988)  demonstrates  that  capitalism  and  the

racialization of class are contingently,  not necessarily, related.   He shows this by intersecting

racist ideology with political practice and the capitalist mode of production to demonstrate how

they connect to the reproduction of cheap Black labour (Wolpe 1972).  The latter was regulated

through policies of segregation and apartheid.  However, the last quarter of the 20th Century saw a

decline  in  the  need for  such labour  by the capitalist  system,  and the growing cost  of  Black

opposition that threatened the state’s resources in maintaining political stability.  Such an analysis

of labour force contradictions of capitalism invokes discontinuities of policies while a growing

“black  bourgeoisie”  signals  ideological  continuity  (Wolpe  1988:  49).   This  arrangement  of

minority privilege is  accounted for in Wolpe’s (1972: 426) identification of how government

policies are an expression of an ideology, and, in turn, of a mode of production.  By framing

“racist ideology” and its policies as the means of reproduction of capitalism, he intersects the
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longue  durée –  processes  of  capitalist  continuity  –  with  successive  government  policies  –

processes of capitalist discontinuity (Wolpe 1972:  428-429; 1988: 8).  When he focuses on the

relationship between (racist) ideology, political practice (segregation and apartheid) and mode of

production (capitalism), he finds similarities between government policies over the 19th and 20th

centuries in that they are consecutively connected as policies of the same ideology.  

For  example,  in  the  early  decades  of  the  20 th Century,  he  argues  that  a  subsistence

economy subsidized the reproduction of mining labour for the capitalist economy (segregation).

When this  system undermined the reproductive ability  of pre-capitalist  land,  a  new policy –

apartheid  –  assumed  the  reins  of  capitalist  generative  capacity.   Notwithstanding  Wolpe’s

seemingly simplistic identification of a “system” that overlooks uneven capitalist development

(Alexander 2007: 6), there remains a profound conclusion from his analysis.  The ends of this

particular economic arrangement which rely on cheap labour power – an attempt by a minority to

secure its own privilege – are not confined by time or space, but are dependent on the contingent

relationship  between  class,  race,  capitalism  and  apartheid  (Wolpe  1988:  2-3).   The  spatio-

temporal  features  of  capitalism  necessarily  transcend  successive  governments  and  rely  on

practical strategies to reduce the costs of labour reproduction.  These strategies of population

management are enforced through racist ideology to allow for the reproduction of capitalist ends

in South Africa.  

By  showing  how  segregation  and  apartheid  are  different  policies  of  successive

governments, yet conjoined in their respective services to the ends of capitalism, Wolpe argues

that the longevity of the mode of production is centrally dependent on a significantly racialized

and class-based social order.   This further advances the pursuit of the second research objective

which is to show that apartheid is a social condition.  The significant point from Wolpe is that

resistance to Afrikaner rule was successful in a political overthrow but that it failed to address the
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overarching problem of the racialization of class in the relations of production.  Put differently,

the  failure  of  resistance  to  political  apartheid  is  seen  in  the  continuance  of  the  oppressive

capitalist economic system.  

Wolpe’s  view  that  the  relationship  between  apartheid  and  capitalism  is  historically

contingent, not necessary, underscores apartheid as both period and condition.  Indeed, the fall of

political apartheid in the early 1990s not only saw the flourishing of capitalism in new ways, but

its dependence on the perpetuation of social disadvantage.  One of the ways in which this is seen

is through the lens of social sorting, popularized most commonly by Lyon.    

A direct  link  between  Lyon’s  (2007:  20)  analysis  of  contemporary  surveillance  and

Wolpe’s focus on historical analysis is the claim by the former that,

...without an historical imagination, contemporary studies will blithely ignore the precedents to

today’s developments, many of which existed in some form – including the totalitarian regime in

the Soviet Union or the oppressive rule of apartheid in South Africa – long before the arrival of

searchable computer databases and networked communications.

Not only does this force us to recognize the importance of an historical lens in contemporary

analysis, but it puts the spotlight on the kind of analysis which Wolpe demands in order to show

how changing policies are consistent in the ideological ends that they fulfil.  So when keeping in

mind the constitution of racial ideology in South Africa, what appears are links to how social

sorting contributes to such an analysis.  

In the same way that Wolpe reveals the ways in which mechanisms of social disadvantage

affect the poor majority most, Lyon (2003: 19) observes that “[l]ower socio-economic groups and

women have long been accustomed to the gaze of various surveillants”.  Three recent examples

collectively  illustrate  the intersection of  Lyon and Wolpe  on how historical  social  categories

continue  to  inform the  state’s  identification  of  its  citizens.   Firstly,  a  Statistics  South  Africa
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(StatsSA) (2009: 1) study identifies “changes in the standard of living in South Africa overall and

for the four main population groups” which are sorted as African, Coloured, Asian and White.  It

observes that “[t]here is no evidence of deterioration in the material standard of living of White

households” as if to suggest that the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act (1949) and Immorality

Amendment Act (1950) are still in effect (emphasis added, Ibid).  Both Acts sought to regulate the

personal  and  sexual  relations  between individuals  based  on race.   Such  a  study is  not  only

problematic for defining a household by race, but for giving continued support to historical forms

of sorting that  allegedly provide a  basis  for monitoring social  change through class mobility

(Wolpe 1988: 13).  

Secondly,  in  2008,  Chinese  South  Africans  won  a  court  case  in  favour  of  their

classification as Black (Park 2011).  Under the broader scope of social transformation, this was a

victory for  Chinese South Africans to benefit from Black Economic Empowerment.  Over the

last  century,  the  groupings  of  Chinese  South  Africans  has  been  transient  with  their  social

classifications by the NP of Non-white, Coloured and (conditional) White.  This makes apparent

the tangible reality of political contestation in the categorization of individuals and populations.  

Thirdly,  bearing  an  eerie  similarity  to  the  numerical  colour-coded  charts  used  under

apartheid is the continued usage by at least one of the ‘big four’ banks of the codes ‘0-1-2-3-4’ to

racially  identify  its  clients.   These  refer  to  the  respective  categories  of  White,  Indian/Asian,

Coloured, Black and Other.   On what one might describe as an ‘anthropological’ visit to this

bank in 2013, I observed that my personal default classification on file, since 2002, is ‘1’. I was

informed that this is required to trace racial changes in wealth.  Yet, it was with relative ease that

a bank clerk allowed me to ‘update’ my racial classification to 0 (White).  No questions asked.

Not  only  is  the  numerical  sequence  of  the  categories  symbolic  of  an  historically-structured

system of privilege, but there is an apparent ease with which one may move across categories.
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While this ease is indicative of a focus on ‘self-identification’, it also poses further questions

about the accuracy of studies, such as StatsSA’s quoted above.  

In these examples, there is a concern with racial concepts, raised by Wolpe (1972: 428-

429) over 40 years ago, that are presently framed at the centre of the ANC’s policy of social

transformation.   As defined in  Chapter  1,  social  transformation  describes a process of social

change  away  from  historically-grounded,  colonial-oriented  and  Afrikaner-promoted  forms  of

inequality  and  underdevelopment,  towards  strategies  of  empowerment,  equality,  integration,

freedom and  opportunity  (ANC 2012).  Not  only  do  the  above  examples  favour  the  social

construction of racial  classification as a definitive method of analysis, but it  also reflects the

conditions  through  which  racial  ideology  becomes  the  dynamic  force  of  political  economic

perspectives  on  South  Africa.   By  relying  on  economic  and  social  categories,  from  which

stereotypes and prejudices are often derived, social sorting stimulates the creation of personal and

collective identities about populations and how they should be treated on the basis of reward,

suspicion, or even guilt (Lyon 2003: 2, 20-21; 2007: 162).  These forms of social sorting are often

based on assigned group membership that is considered more telling of individual tendencies and

behaviours than individuals’ actual actions, activities and social contexts (Gandy 1993: 18).

Therefore, with Lyon and Wolpe, a theoretical argument can be made about social sorting

as  an  apartheid  condition  in  South  Africa,  affecting  marginalized  communities  in  ways  that

reproduce social disadvantages.  What is lacking, however, more so in Wolpe than Lyon, is a

direct confrontation of the highly technological forms of social sorting that besets South Africans.

I argue that the inclusion of Gandy’s ‘panoptic sort’ provides the theoretical framework for such

an undertaking.  However, to discuss Gandy’s concept in any detail, it is necessary to do so by

way of Michel Foucault’s theoretical analysis of the Panopticon. 
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3.6 Moving beyond the Panopticon

Foucault’s  (1979)  now  classic  analysis  of  the  Panopticon  has  been  one  of  the  most

influential  motifs  in subsequent studies of surveillance and social  sorting.   Based on Jeremy

Bentham’s architectural prison design, in which a watchman (one) could observe all the inmates

(many), Foucault furthered it as a metaphor for explicating in modernity the rationalized and

routinized ordering of societies that came to replace public displays of brutal punishment.  This

shift also sees movement from a public gaze of many over a few to the unseen observation of

many people by one or a few.  In this way, the disciplinary gaze works to alter personal and social

behaviour  through self-observation  in  order  to  produce  docile,  even  fully  compliant,  bodies.

Despite Foucault’s curious silence on the sociological significance of information technology and

computer  databases  to  social  ordering,  many  scholars  have  since  appropriated  the  panoptic

metaphor as a theoretical explanation of this significance.  The most well known is probably

Gandy’s (1993) ‘panoptic sort’ which I discuss below.  This refers to a highly technological form

of discrimination that sorts consumers for capitalist profitability.  Mark Andrejevic (2007) shows

the routine workings of panoptic techniques of consumer surveillance in a “digital enclosure”

which is an interactive realm of information self-generation.  

Despite such efforts, some remain adamant that the panoptic metaphor is “unhelpfully

overused”  when  it  persists  in  debates  that  offer  little  theoretical  connection  and explanatory

relevance (Lyon 2007).  Kevin Haggerty (2006: 23-45) offers one such voice in asking us to

“Tear  down the walls”  of  the  Panopticon.    Questions  are  also asked about  the currency of

Foucault’s  analysis  of  the  Panopticon  that  does  not  directly  address  questions  of  resistance

(Haggerty  2000),  the  colonial  context  (Legg  2007:  265-269)  –  not  even  South  Africa

(Breckenridge 2009: 41) – or contemporary technologies of surveillance (Haggerty and Ericson
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2000).  However, a rejection of the panoptic motif on the grounds of failing to keep up with

technological  innovation  in  particular,  risks  confusion  between  the  surveillance  of  techno-

devices, and the surveillance of socio-technical  devices with embedded modes of  power  and

social change.  As James Rule (cited in Ball and Webster 2003: 6-7, original emphasis) frames it,

the issue is not one of innovations in technologies as much as it is about asking if they bring

about “more or more severe forms of control”.

To account for the severity of such social control in the context of South Africa, Gandy

and Lyon offer important contributions to the analysis of surveillance technologies.  The use of

Foucault in Lyon's (1994: 8) work on surveillance is not one of exclusive alliance; instead, Lyon

(2006:  4) accounts  for  Foucault's  presence in  his  work as  lurking almost  ghost-like.   Gandy

(1993) combines the panoptic motif with a political economy of personal information to intersect

an analysis of the sorting attributes of the Panopticon with the processes of consumer sorting.  He

does so with the concept of the ‘panoptic sort’, which is detailed in the following section.  

3.7 The panoptic sort

In Gandy is  an appreciation  of  South Africa’s  socio-politics  under  the National  Party

forming  one  strand  of  his  work  (Gandy,  Matabane  and  Omachonu  1987),  and  another,

significantly more well-known arm of research, inviting critical scholars to widen analyses of the

panoptic sort (Gandy 1993: 231).  Gandy (1993: 9) acknowledges the dominance of Foucault in

his own arguments, and is careful to offer an intellectual résistance to Foucauldian panopticism

(Foucault  1979) when he sees it  stretched beyond even its  metaphorical intent.   In this way,

Gandy’s (1998) panoptic sort parts from Foucault’s (1979) analysis of the Panopticon by positing

the former as less centralized, complete, homogenized, patently punitive and totalizing than the

panoptic  ideal,  while  more intense,  pervasive,  and  dependent  on  increasingly  complex
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technologies and data flows (Ball and Webster 2003: 6-7; Gandy 1993: 9).  If, for Foucault (1979:

237),  self-monitoring  accompanies  panopticism,  then  for  Gandy  (1993:  16-17),  subjective

classification accompanies assessment.  Yet without neglecting the concept of self-monitoring,

Gandy shifts  focus from concerns over privacy to the broader economic,  political  and social

disadvantages  that  prevail  between  individuals  and  institutions  (both  governmental  and

corporate). 

In  doing  so,  Gandy’s  (1993:  16)  seminal  concept  of  the  ‘panoptic  sort’ describes  a

predictive technology of anti-democracy and discrimination that  collects,  processes,  classifies

and shares information about individuals and groups to manage the control and coordination of

their economic and political value to the capitalist economy.  The term characterizes the ways in

which statistical discrimination may affect social groups cumulatively (Gandy 2009: vii).  Those

who benefit do so largely as a result of the panoptic sort’s ability to establish relations of power

through, in part, high speed (or automated) processes that demand the operation of bureaucratic

and technological imperatives (Gandy 1993: 36, 51, 61).  The rationalist programme of statistical

discrimination is beset with the panoptic sort that is found in the unequal social relations between

the  individual  and  the  bureaucratic  organization  that  maintains  government  and  corporate

interests (Gandy 1993: 1-2, 15, 36, 180, 227).  The concept of the panoptic sort helps to compare

these social relations with dubious ‘objective standards’ that rely on bias as a necessary element

of assessment.  By exposing the falsity of ‘objective standards’, Gandy (1993: 16, 18) uses the

panoptic sort to demonstrate how bias is “always” an inherent element of assessment.      

The concept of the panoptic sort is routinely questioned as incomplete and inadequate in

explaining evolving surveillance practices  (Bennett  2011:  490-491).   For  Lyon (Bauman and

Lyon  2013:  61),  a  crucial  aspect  of  Gandy’s  contribution  is  “to  show how the  logic  of  the

[P]anopticon affects those who find themselves within its gaze”, yet Gandy, he argues (perhaps
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mirroring Haggerty’s above concern with Foucault), fails to “show how such classification not

only describes but also defines the possibilities for action of affected groups” (Lyon 2013: 62).

At the same time, a panoptic sort in credit scoring has a continued relevance to contemporary

surveillance (Citron and Pasquale 2014: 24),8 especially when considering Gandy’s (1993: 95)

foresight that the panoptic sort is being “continually revised” in adopting new ways of promoting

unequal benefit.  

3.8 Conclusion

In conclusion, Wolpe shows us a contingent, not necessary, relationship between apartheid

policy and capitalism.  By integrating his view to consider those of Lyon on ‘surveillance and

social  sorting’,  and Gandy on the ‘panoptic  sort’,  there are  grounds for  the  argument  that  a

Wolpean framework may be extended in the articulation of capitalism and the social categories of

apartheid policy as not only historically, but contemporarily, contingent.  On this basis, Wolpe’s

analysis has currency for contemporary understandings of capitalism, class and labour as they

relate to the technopolitics of credit legislation, policy and scoring in South Africa.  In validating

the extension of such a framework in this way, credit scoring reinforces social categories such as

of privilege, destitution, race and class (Marron 2007; Gandy 2009).  The subsequent chapters

apply this framework to the particular case of credit scoring in South Africa, and show how the

apartheid  condition  bridges  the  historical  social  categories  and  social  experiences  under  the

National Party with those of credit scoring under the incumbent ANC government.  

By  theorizing  apartheid  as  a  social  condition,  this  chapter  demonstrated  how  social

categories  operate  as  the  pulleys  between the social  totality  that  is  characteristic  of  political

economy, and the lives of individuals whose personal information contributes to their broader

8  To be clear, Danielle Citron and Frank Pasquale are referring to 'sorts' or 'kinds' of panoptic metaphors (of which
the 'panoptic sort' is part).  
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social  outlooks.   Against  this  backdrop,  the  next  chapter  more  fully  explores  these  social

categories in South Africa to demonstrate how their historical foundations continue to inform the

ANC’s policy of social transformation. 

50



Chapter 4

Social Sorting as ‘Social Transformation’: 

reproducing social categories of disadvantage in credit legislation, policy and scoring

4.1. Introduction

[Credit] scoring is starting to get a bit over-rated.

(Credit Scoring Analyst, Personal interview 2013)

On December 4, 2003 in the Whitehouse’s Roosevelt Room, President George W. Bush

(cited in PR Newswire, 2003) signed into law the  Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act

(2003).  Minutes before doing so, he proclaimed, “The bill I’m about to sign will help make sure

that  hardworking,  law-abiding  citizens  are  treated  fairly  when  they  apply  for  credit”.   One

measure in the pursuit of this ‘fairness’ is Section 215 of the Act that requires state agencies to

study the impact of credit scoring on “geography, income, ethnicity, race, color, religion, national

origin,  age,  sex,  marital  status,  and  creed”  (Public  Law  2003:  108–159).   In  fulfilling  this

requirement, a report from the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System (2007: S-4)

found that “blacks perform worse than other racial and ethnic groups with similar credit scores”

(see also Nelson 2010).  But what is seen from this approach of promoting ‘fairness’ is a tension

between, on the one hand, legislating the eradication of ethnicized and racialized terms of access

to  credit  and,  on  the  other  hand,  institutionalizing  policy  strategies  that  necessarily  relate

ethnicity, race and credit scoring.  With a research strategy that relies on many of the same social

categories within which structural forms of social disadvantage are experienced, efforts in pursuit

of 'fairness' fail to move away from conceptualizations of financial delinquency9 as an inherent
9  Tardiness (or failure) in meeting the repayment conditions of a loan.
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ethnic and racial trait.  In this way, financial responsibility for indebtedness rests with profiled

consumers rather than those profilers who arguably benefit.

The scale of the financial crisis which followed shortly after the Fair and Accurate Credit

Transactions Act (2003) was passed bears testament to the mutual constitution of credit and debt

relations in neoliberal economies (Lazzarato 2011) and the ways in which credit scoring is part of

the  “essential  equipment”  of  the  credit  consumer  (Langley  2014:  421).   But  the  social

consequences of the crisis also bear testament to how Bush’s proclamation above is not new to

Americans, particularly those who have historically been treated unequally along the lines of

class,  gender  and  race  (Dymski  2009;  Gandy  2009:  106,  111-115,  Rugh  and  Massey  2010;

Soederberg 2010).  It is also not new to South Africans whose experiences with such treatment

have been tied to state classification that is more than a century old (Breckenridge 2005).  In both

South  Africa  and  the  US,  consumer  credit  systems  emerged  in  highly  unregulated  markets

(Breckenridge 2005: 270).  And it is unsurprising that Americans and South Africans alike, who

were  historically  the  subjects  of  social  exclusion  were  subsequently  presented  with  the

possibilities of social  inclusion only to experience cumulative social disadvantages.  Black and

Hispanic  Americans’ experiences  with  mortgages, underscored  by  the  financial  crisis,  bear

testament to this (Gandy 2009: 100).  This chapter contributes to one aspect of the main aim in

this dissertation, which is that credit scoring, as it is currently constituted in South Africa, offers

more to the reproduction of social disadvantage than to its alleviation.  It does so by tackling one

of the research objectives, which is to demonstrate how the social categories in credit legislation

and policy are framed within a narrative of social transformation.  

As  established  in  Chapter  1,  the  African  National  Congress’ (ANC)  policy  of  social

transformation refers to a process of social change away from historically-grounded, colonial-

oriented and Afrikaner-promoted forms of inequality and underdevelopment, towards strategies
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of empowerment, equality, integration, freedom and opportunity (ANC 2012).  As this chapter

demonstrates, social inclusion for South Africans who were historically socially excluded from

racial advantages is framed by the government as positive social transformation towards greater

fairness for all.  When considering ‘social sorting as social transformation’10 it is apparent that it

not only captures the ways in which a policy narrative justifies the former by virtue of the latter,

but also enables critical examination of such a narrative that mutually constitutes these terms.  By

extending  Wolpe,  as  stated  above,  focus  is  positioned  squarely  on  social  sorting  and  the

similarities between the social categories of rule on both sides of 1994.  These categories are

framed  in  the  ‘new’ South  Africa  as  indicators  of  social  transformation.   In  reality,  social

transformation not only influences, shapes and reproduces historical social categories, but serves

to create and maintain populations as risks in the governance of South Africans.  By paying

careful attention to the state-implemented social categories that the ANC government inherited in

1994, it is apparent that the very same categories that were once used for social exclusion under

apartheid were not dismantled with the dawn of an inclusive political democracy.  Instead, they

are framed as measures of social transformation.  By analyzing social transformation through the

lens of credit legislation, policy and scoring, it is argued that the latter, in particular, influences,

shapes, and even reproduces, historical forms of social categories in the state’s attempt to position

populations as risks.  Social categories, typically gendered and racialized by the National Party,

were used as a means of controlling, influencing and managing South Africans.  Ironically, the

same social categories are now a defining feature of the ANC’s policy of social transformation, in

which they are used to track, trace and transform historical conditions of social existence that

continue to shape South Africans’ life chances.  But some might argue that there is an interpretive

distinction  between  social  categories  that  are  used  for  reinforcing  social  disparities  and  for

10  This is an adaptation of the book title to Lyon (2003).
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observing them.  To the contrary, this chapter argues that the categories of observation actually

contribute to the reproduction of historical social categories.  By examining credit scoring in this

way, it is possible to juxtapose its framing with the narrative of social transformation. 

To illustrate how social sorting is enacted by credit scoring, and how the latter reproduces

historical social categories, the chapter is divided into two main sections.  Section 2 looks briefly

at  the  historical  role  of  social  categories  in  South  Africa,  as  well  as  the  construction  of

populations as risks to demonstrate their respective contributions to practices of social advantage

and social disadvantage, as well as how many of these categories have become normalized to

their disadvantaged subjects.  Section 3 links credit legislation, policy and scoring with social

transformation,  and accounts  for  how the  Minister  of  Trade  and Industry  (1996-2004),  Alec

Erwin,  sought to regulate  particular kinds of micro-lending that  otherwise escaped the credit

scoring of registered bureaus.  Against the backdrop of the National Credit Act (2005), the section

shows that credit scoring, through the creation of populations as risks, reinforces historical social

categories.  

4.2 Social categories and the social sorting of populations as risks

This section shows how the historical role of social categories in South Africa, as well as

the construction of populations as risks, contribute to social advantage and social disadvantage.

A focus on populations as risks as opposed to biopolitical understandings of populations at risk is

not  intended  to  preclude  an  articulation  of  the  “disciplinary”  and  “regulatory”  effects  of

managing individuals and populations (Foucault 2004: 252-253). Rather, the objective is to shift

focus  from  conditions of  risk  to  categories of  risk.   While  the  former  features  “systemic

characteristics” of the social environment (such as states of being at risk of disease, death or
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environmental danger) (Aradau et al. 2008: 148), the latter sharpens the focus on the differential

assignment of individuals and groups on the basis of how risky they are deemed by those who

perform (or automate) social sorting.  In this way, predictive models that identify consumers as

risky place  them “at  higher  risk  because of  their  identification  as risks” (Gandy 2009:  133,

emphasis added).11  By considering consumers as risks, it is apparent that the social categories of

credit  scoring reify consumer attributes  (Marron 2007).   The higher  the risk of  lending to  a

consumer, based on analytically determined categories, the higher the chance of predicted default

that is naturalized as individual responsibility (Marron 2007).    

The ways in which populations in South Africa were created and managed as risks was, in

many respects, what separated the country’s case of population management from practices in

many  other  parts  of  the  world.   Indeed,  its  people  are  no  strangers  to  social  classification,

matching,  clustering  and  segmentation,  which  they  have  known  for  more  than  150  years.

Bureaucratic obsessions with race in South Africa, through processes of social sorting include:

the  1858  Grondwet (Constitution)  of  the  Zuid-Afrikaansche  Republiek which  offers

classifications  of  gekleurden (Coloureds)  and  blankes (Whites)  (Suzman 1960:  339-340);  the

(Mahatma Gandhi-motivated) fingerprinting of Indians in Natal and the Transvaal in the early

20th  Century (Breckenridge 2011), and; experimental technologies of “scientific” classification

under apartheid for the racial sorting of all citizens in the second half of that century (Hamblett

2014).  

Wolpe  (1972:  432-433)  argues  that  a  contradiction  of  the  National  Party’s  project  of

apartheid  was  that  it  relied  heavily  on  the  reproduction  of  cheap  labour  from  Bantustans

(Homelands) while the social conditions for the reproduction of that labour disintegrated.  The

social sorting of individuals that was used, for example, to regulate the flow of waged labourers,
11  Although Gandy is referring to the criminal justice system in the US, his references to predictive analysis and the
construction of risk assessment are consistent with those of credit scoring.  
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depended  on  a  number  of  socio-technical  devices  which  the  NP  administered  to  classify

individuals  into  groups  that  could  be  managed  differently.   Pencils  were  used  to  conduct

“scientific tests” of racial difference by comparing their movement through different hair types

(Posel 2001: 59).  Perhaps most well known are  bewysboeke  (books of proof) that had to be

carried by those classified as Black in order to regulate their  movement in designated White

areas.  The racialization of class, socially shaped with the influence of such technologies, was a

key component in the enforcement of minority privilege and social disadvantage for most South

Africans.  The classification of people by race informed divisions of labour that were used for the

maximization of profit  (Keegan 1983; cf Foucault  2004: 258).  Equally,  the racialization and

regulation of social and physical spaces were used to the ends of, for example, racial conformity

and social discipline (Posel 2010).  

In these examples, it is evident that social sorting sits at the centre of practices of unequal

rights predominantly based on one’s racial classification (Wolpe 1988; Posel 2001).  While a

plethora of research captures the ways in which waves of resistance confronted state practices of

inequality, less critical attention is granted to the normalization of social sorting among those who

suffered its greatest social consequences (Posel 2001).  This bifurcation may be seen in, on the

one hand, a rejection of NP rule both domestically and internationally, and in representations of

political  agency, non-compliance and political  intent that undermine such rule.   On the other

hand,  as  much  as  social  constructions  of  race  under  the  NP were  maintained  by  a  heavily

surveillant state, they were also embraced by social groups, seemingly with Fanonian inspiration,

as modes of unity (Fanon 1963).  Of course, to Wolpe (1972) this is nothing more than the result

of racist ideology.  1970 marked a rejection by members of the ANC of the label Non-white in

favour of the preferred Black (Gumede 2007: 28).  Other examples of self-appropriation of group
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identities  include:  the  South  African  Indian Congress,  the  Coloured People’s  Congress,  and

Stephen Biko’s Black Consciousness Movement.  

Therefore,  political  and social  formations  were  largely  shaped  by social  realities  that

racialized and inhibited the freedom of political and social association.  Even when writing in the

late 1980s, it was clear to Ratnamala Singh and Shahid Vawda (1988: 10) not only that state-

imposed racial groupings indicated the terrain of apartheid influence that racially segmented, but

also  that  ethnically  constituted  political  self-organization  risks  the  reproduction  and

reinforcement of assumed ethnicities.  This offers expression to the ways in which the National

Party’s  treatment  of populations  as risks  did not decline with the ANC’s coming to political

office; rather 1994 marked the transfer of reins of such sorting from one government to another.

This transfer is facilitated by social transformation: a mechanism by which the social sorting of

South Africans since 1994 is presented by the state as empowering and bearing testament to the

nature of structural  social  changes  that  address  historical  social  disadvantages.   Equally,  this

transfer facilitates the ubiquity of normalized understandings among citizens of social formations

that see identity constructions designed into their everyday lives.  

4.3 Credit policy, legislation and scoring

As  discussed  above,  it  was  even  before  the  formalization  of  apartheid  that  social

categories  were used to formally and informally regulate  access to,  and denial  of,  resources.

Although  access  to  credit  through  formal  channels  was  not  legally  regulated  with  racial

categories, finding a lender was more challenging for those classified as gekleurden (Coloured) as

opposed to blankes (White).  This backdrop of social disadvantage that existed at least 90 years

before  the  National  Party  assumed  political  office  prompted  the  development  of  ingenious
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methods of community and family financing which themselves  bear  testament  to  the role  of

social  categories  in  racialized access  to  credit.   It  was  socially  disadvantaged Black migrant

women in particular who spearheaded what would become the “most important financial savings

institution” that amongst other benefits, generated funds for a remittance economy: the  stokvel

(Verhoef 2001: 261).  This refers to  an  informal credit mechanism that operates as a rotating

savings scheme in which alternate members receive lump sum contributions from all members.

The  state-implemented  geographic  separation  of  certain  populations  from  most  financial

institutions effectively denied their formal access to credit (Whittaker 2008: 569-570).  In fact,

the racial stigmatization attached to extending credit to certain populations pre-determined their

social construction as ‘high risk’ debtors (Hull 2012: 168; John 2000).  The resulting “impersonal

and intimidating experience of applying for bank credit” was overcome with the use of stokvels

(Verhoef 2001: 276). The growth of this form of financing – ranging from small-scale (savings

clubs) to large-scale (burial,  funerary, investment or wedding) – proved decisive in providing

Non-white South Africans with access to credit financing that was otherwise difficult to come by

(Hull 2012: 171). There are various key characteristics of the  stokvel  that differentiate it from

formal structures of credit.  For example, the growth of stokvels in Natal, the Witwatersrand and

Eastern and Western Cape became occasions for social gatherings which laid the foundation for

groups  that  became  known  as  ‘Christian  tea  parties’.   While  allowing  an  opportunity  for

socializing,  they  also  brought  with  them an  implicit  trust  of  contributors  based  on religious

beliefs  (Verhoef  2001:  265).   Membership  was  based  on  moral  judgements  of  contributors’

trustworthiness; a profile mostly created by word of mouth, based on friendships or emotional

solidarity in jointly experiencing social disadvantage under National Party rule, and without the

need for collateral (Verhoef 2001: 264).  But as the concept of credit risk evolved in South Africa,

particularly with its institutionalization and association with social transformation in the 1990s,
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policymakers actively promoted formal credit mechanisms that diminished the ‘human’ face of

access  to  credit  (such as  with  stokvels)  in  favour  of  impersonal  and analytically  determined

lending conditions. 

The transition to a ‘democratically inclusive’ South Africa in the early 1990s was a period

of economic and political compromise, tension and resistance.  Politically, the presidency of F. W.

de Klerk (1989-1993) exacerbated conflicts in the ruling National Party, particularly evident in

the opposition to him by conservatives and the South African Police (Glad and Blanton 1997:

572).  Economically, capitalist benefactors of the apartheid regime feared that the decline of the

National Party was jeopardizing their  financial  control of the economy (Bond 2003: ix,  272;

2000; Wolpe 1992: 3).  In fact, the credit system of the 1970s and 1980s that primarily served the

interests  of  the  “white  middle  class”  was  feared  by  its  benefactors  as  coming  to  an  end

(Department of Trade and Industry 2003: 8).  As a “defensive action” of the regime-in-decline to

hold on to economic and political power, the National Party successfully compromised with the

ANC in the transition to a joint Government of National Unity (Wolpe 1992: 3).  While new

economic policies were put in  place,  as South Africa shifted from a mostly state-led market

arrangement to a globalized free-market economy, these policies did not signal the dismantling of

dominant economic and social forces as much as they did an adaptation to such forces (Wolpe

1992: 3).    

It is within that context that among the values of political democracy which dawned in

South Africa with Mandela’s election was the embrace of the market conditions that presently

shape the geopolitical trajectory of the country.  In fact, market liberalization brought with it

credit liberalization in ways that substantiate the marketing of social transformation as a project

of social  inclusion,  empowerment and individual destiny (ANC 2012; James 2012: 24).  For

example,  with an ongoing growth in expenditure by those populations whose expenditure was
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limited historically (in fact, accounting for approximately 50 percent of the increase in consumer

demand just a few years earlier), efforts were made by the banking sector to appropriate popular

arrangements  of  informal  credit  financing  (Jones  1988:  23).   This  strategy  of  ‘banking  the

unbanked’,  by  appropriating  traditional  community  financing arrangements,  such as  stokvels,

provided the banking sector with a growing pool of clients in an otherwise vulnerable political

context.   For  example,  Grietjie  Verhoef  (2001:  286-287)  demonstrates  how the  early  1990s

marked the introduction of stokvels to the banking industry where commercial banks advertised

them  as  savings  accounts.   Given  the  racialized  make  up  of  stokvels  described  above,  the

formalization of this savings mechanism was targeted at populations socially categorized by race.

South  Africa’s  new  economic  direction  was  largely  shaped  by  the  ANC’s  election

manifesto,  the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) and the ongoing Growth,

Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) policies (Bond 2000, 2004;  Desai  2004;  Habib and

Padayachee  2000).   The  GEAR policies  look favourably  upon credit  as  a  remedial  tool  for

apartheid-promoted inequalities (Department of Finance 1996).  These primarily take the forms of

credit guarantee facilities for all South Africans and, reflective of a neoliberal and global policy

push of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the relaxing of barriers for foreign investors

seeking access to domestic credit.  The RDP makes explicit mention of the kind of remedial

action expected to be derived from credit financing.  For example, Section 4.7.3 of the RDP states

that:

The democratic government must,  in consultation with financial institutions, establish  prudent
non-discriminatory  lending  criteria,  especially  in  respect  of  creditworthiness  and  collateral;
reform the laws on women and banking to ensure equality; forbid blanket bans on mortgage bonds
to specific communities (‘redlining’); require banks to give their reasons when turning down a
loan application; establish community liaison boards;  develop simpler forms for contracts and
applications, and create an environment which reduces the risk profile of lending to small black-
owned enterprises and requires banks to lend a rising share of their assets to small, black-owned
enterprise. The law must also require that financial institutions  disclose their loans by race and
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gender; their assets and liabilities by subregion and sector;  their staff by race and gender; the
location of their branches and defaults by neighbourhood. (RDP 1994, emphasis added)

The centrality of access to credit in this excerpt is made clear in its identification as a key

component of social transformation in the RDP.  Consequently, this may be read as a seemingly

anti- or non-discriminatory programme in response to charges of historical discrimination against

persons  and  communities.   However,  one  must  recall  from  above  that  evaluating  social

transformation in the terms of inherited classifications validates historical social categories that

continue  to  be  constructed.   This  clash  between  remedial  rhetoric  of  utopianism  and  the

practicalities of social rebuilding normalizes the management of populations as risks.  This is

because the collection of data on gender and race is framed as serving the interests of equality

while  also  justifying  its  presence  in  the  mechanism  of  credit  risk.   In  this  way,  efforts  to

rearticulate gender and race as depoliticized constructs that escape their historical experiences

actually normalize their inclusion in the reconstruction of populations as risks (Posel 2001).  

The  Usury Act Exemption (1992)  aimed to expand credit activities in the formal sector,

particularly  by  including  those  low-income (especially  rural  and poor)  households  otherwise

deemed too risky to gain access to credit in the formal sector.  South Africa’s new free-market

environment in the early 1990s permitted the introduction of this Act as one of the first changes

implemented by the political coalition.  Aware of the contributions made by micro-lenders to low-

income households in the informal sector of the economy, the implementers of the Act sought to

regulate  such  economic  activity  by  enabling  micro-lenders  to  become  legally  registered

enterprises (Daniels 2004: 837).  However, the free-market conditions which informed Minister

of Trade and Industry, Alec Erwin’s, establishment of a credit-friendly environment, meant that

micro-lenders were “aggressive” in their credit marketing strategies by charging unregulated –

often high – rates of interest on loans to micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises (James
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2012:  24).   Alternatively  referred  to  as  loan  sharks,  they  were  equally  aggressive  in  their

collection techniques in that they often kept the bank cards, identity books, payslips and other

personal details of those who borrowed from them (Hlongwa 1998).  

Free-market conditions also enabled the Act to legalize high rates of interest that loan

sharks were already charging those consumers deemed by the formal sector as ‘high risk’ (James

2012: 24).  In fact, loan sharking expanded to a R10 billion business by 1998, a 280 percent

increase over one year, and was reducing political control of the credit industry (Hlongwa 1998).

In light of this, Erwin proposed revisions to the Usury Act Exemption (1992) to place a ceiling on

the  financial  charges  implemented  by micro-lenders  and also  force  them to register  with  an

approved  regulatory  authority.   While  signalling  to  consumers  concern  over  abusive  credit

practices,  the  regulation  of  micro-lenders  can  be  seen  as  a  political  effort  to  redirect  the

funnelling of credit to consumers from an expanded formal sector.  Not only was this intended to

increase the accumulation of corporate tax in the hands of the state, but to grant greater control to

policymakers  who  otherwise  could  do  little  to  regulate  the  devolution  of  lending  practices.

Despite Erwin’s efforts, the courts did not welcome the proposal of imposing an interest ceiling

(Erwin was in search of a ceiling 10 times that of the prime rate) on the basis that it  would

contribute to driving micro-lenders underground (Daniels 2004: 847; Whittaker 2008: 570).  With

minimal access to credit in the formal sector, and excessive rates of interest from loan sharks,

low-income individuals found it difficult to demonstrate their abilities to manage credit, and in

many cases,  even begin establishing credit  histories.   For many South Africans,  this  had the

consequence of extending similar perceptions of them by commercial banks as ‘too risky’ that

were initially motivated (although not legally enforced) under National Party rule (Hull 2012:

168).  By regulating, and not banning micro-lenders, the newly-formed Microfinance Regulatory

Commission (MFRC) hoped to encourage them to not go underground where they would charge
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even higher interest rates.  Notably, this illustrates how a system of regulation was formed to

establish systems of rights, including legitimacy.  With the proposal of interest ceilings rejected, it

was decided that usury laws would encourage micro-lenders to engage in ethical and transparent

behaviour.  The catch-22 for micro-lenders, it was thought by the MFRC, was that those who did

not  register  with  a  regulatory  authority  would  be  limited  by  only  charging  usury  rates  to

borrowers.   However,  with little  consumer protection from the  Usury Act  Exemption (1992),

underground activity persisted.

While  the  unregulated  supply  of  micro-credit  was  deemed  a  practice  of  “reckless

lending”,  there  were  strong  calls  from  the  South  African  Reserve  Bank  (SARB)  for  the

deregulation of credit bureaus (James 2012: 21).  In fact, with at least six credit bureaus operating

by 1999, the threat of oligopolies led the SARB to express the importance of deregulation.  This

was largely due to concerns with the Joint Bank Credit Bureau that managed credit applications

exclusively through the four main banks, and was seen as operating a proprietary database that

denied access to non-members.  This was perceived by the SARB as a disadvantage to new and

smaller  banks  because  it  was  a  hindrance  to  the  availability  and  quality  of  consumer  credit

information.   Largely  favouring  the  “modern  banking  trends”  of,  in  part,  unregulated

international  credit  bureaus  (in  the  US and  Canada in  particular),  impetus  was  given  to  the

entrance of such new and smaller institutions to promote accurate consumer information from

which most banks and retailers were otherwise excluded (SARB 1994: 46; 1999: 30, 32).  

With decade-long  parliamentary debate on the conditions of credit practices, there were

calls  to  more  comprehensively  curb  them with  legislative  enforcement,  promote  responsible

borrowing behaviour  and provide consumers  with credit  protections.   This  finally  led to  the

passing of the  National Credit Act (2005) which replaced the Usury Act Exemption (1992) and

Credit Agreements Act (1980).  It came into effect on June 1, 2006, and outlines access to credit
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as an individual “right” (Government Gazette 28619, 2005: 88).  In this way, the National Credit

Act (2005) individualizes the management of credit and the responsibility of debt (James 2012:

27-28; Schulze 1997: 24).  Given the pertinence of social transformation to the National Credit

Act (2005), individualization in credit law allows for it to be demonstrated that responsibility for

historical  forms  of  social  disadvantage shifts  from the  state  to  individuals.   Through micro-

lending  in  particular,  previously  unbanked  populations  are  brought  into  the  formal  financial

sector which allows for the inclusion of a greater population as ‘manageable’ risks.  

The  extension  of  credit  is  not  always  at  the  forefront  of  risk  analysis,  as  seen  in

Phuthaditjhaba (in the province of the Free State) where pre-loaded debit cards were issued to

5000 consumers.  Significantly, this was a world-first pilot project spearheaded by Mastercard

and Capitec Bank (Merten 2005).  This example is significant for two main reasons.  Firstly,

Capitec benefited from the United States Agency for International Development’s (USAID) start

up capital in the amount of R50 million (Merten 2005).  This agreement must be seen as contrary

to  the  claim  three  years  earlier  in  a  confidential  US  government  report  about  USAID’s

“meddling” in South Africa’s policymaking (cited in Bond 2003: 84).  Secondly, the banking of

poor, formerly unbanked, populations provides such financial institutions with personal consumer

information that can be used in future credit checks.12  In fact, Capitec has mushroomed into one

of  South Africa’s  largest  micro-credit  providers  amongst  the commercial  banks.   Particularly

because credit checks are required by law prior to approving the lending of funds, the extension

of credit to ‘risky’ groups cannot easily be separated from Capitec’s CEO, Riaan Stassen, earning

remuneration packages of R10.5 million and R10.8 million in 2012 and 2013 respectively (Fin24

2013a).  It is the construction of consumers as risks that, some argue, significantly contributes to

Stassen’s personal wealth, and ability to take early retirement in 2013 (Bateman 2012).  
12  A similar development can be found in Chile in terms of the use of credit scoring to screen new customers.  See
Ossandón (2014: 439).

64



A managing director from Nedbank (one of the four major commercial banks) commented

on the expansion of credit to low-income areas in South Africa: “It is a very attractive market for

us [commercial banks]...there is a fortune to be made at the bottom of the pyramid” (Nedbank

Retail managing director cited in Bank Marketing International 2006).  Unsecured personal loans

are one kind of credit  financing that speak to this perceived “attractiveness” especially since

approximately 68 percent of revenue earned from these loans is derived from interest rates alone

(not to mention from additional fees and penalties too) (Compliance and Risk Resources 2012:

63).   Similar  corporate  principles emerged from a one-day seminar,  “Marketing to  the Low-

income Consumer”, held in Sandton, Johannesburg, in 2012.  It was organized on the premise

that low-income consumers are a “brand” that can be targeted in specific income-generating ways

(Knowledge Resources 2012).       

Such  low-income  consumers  are  characterized  in  the  National  Credit  Act  (2005) as

previously disadvantaged South Africans.  This characterization promotes the assumed benefit to

be derived from credit  financing for consumers,  which in context of the corporate principles

above, cannot be separated from corporate interests (Government Gazette 28619 2005: 18).  It is

therefore ironic that the ideal of improving access to credit for the poor was a campaign initiative

of the South African Communist Party in support of the enactment of the  National Credit Act

(2005) (Nzimande cited in Tabane 2011).  The Act’s stated purpose is: “To promote a fair and

non-discriminatory  marketplace  for  access  to  consumer  credit”  (Government  Gazette  28619

2005:  2).  It  also  stipulates  that  a  credit  provider  “must  not  unfairly  discriminate  directly  or

indirectly against any natural person, juristic person or association of persons on one or more

grounds set  out  in  section  9(3)  of  the Constitution”  (Ibid:  89).   That  specific  section of  the

Constitution of South Africa (Government Gazette 17678 1997: 1247) details discrimination, and,

by  inference,  an  expression  of  unfairness,  on  the  grounds  of  “race,  gender,  sex,  pregnancy,
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marital  status,  ethnic  or  social  origin,  colour,  sexual  orientation,  age,  disability,  religion,

conscience, belief, culture, language and birth”.  Many of these social categories intersect with

historical experiences of social disadvantage.  Therefore, it might seem reasonable that ‘unfair

discrimination’ is described in those terms.  But with the ANC’s intention of allegedly using those

historical categories as a basis for tracking social transformation, continued use of these social

categories  in government policy sets  the conditions of social  organization in ways that  draw

continued  attention  to  ‘insiders’  and  ‘outsiders’  in  the  terms  of  historical  advantage  and

disadvantage.  

While the right of access to credit may be emancipatory, the context in which it is framed,

promoted and protected also provides  justification for its  control  and management.   As seen

above,  social  sorting  is  often  legitimated  under  the  auspices  of  social  transformation  by

authorities  such  as  commercial  banks  and  the  state  (for  example,  the  South  African  Police,

StatsSA and other state affiliates and departments).   Indeed, the promotion and protection of

credit rights demand numerous methods of very visible surveillance – perhaps reminiscent of

National  Party state  surveillance – which arguably (and ironically)  undermine the notions  of

freedom that such surveillance hypothetically protects.  Enumerating certain constitutional rights,

therefore,  serves  as  preconditions  for  managing  populations  on  the  basis  of  calculable  risk

analysis.

But there is supposed to be recourse for the consumer with the National Credit Regulator

(NCR) (conceived  in  the  National  Credit  Act  (2005)).   The  NCR oversees  all  credit-related

transactions  in  South  Africa  with the  official  mandate  to  “serve  the  needs  of  (i)  historically

disadvantaged persons; (ii) low income persons and communities; and (iii) remote, isolated or

low density populations and communities” (Government Gazette 28619 2005: 46).  Despite this

responsibility, the National Credit Act (2005) offers few guidelines as to how the NCR is to fulfil
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its functions.  The National Credit Act  (2005) is also tight-lipped on how the NCR is to assess

whether industry-standard procedures are being followed by various commercially-run financial

institutions, credit bureaus, debt collectors and other market participants.  What the NCR (2014b,

emphasis  added)  does  offer  the  consumer  is  assurance  that  credit  bureaus  “may  not list

information that may be discriminatory” yet, by implication, does not hinder the  collection of

information  pertaining  to  “race,  sexuality,  political  affiliation,  medical  status,  religion  or

membership with a trade union” for purposes such as benefit, influence or management. 

Indicative of the value of such information to credit bureaus was the industry uproar that

followed the introduction of the National Credit Amendment Bill (2014) on the grounds that it

would interfere with credit providers’ assessments of consumer risk (Ensor 2013).  In part, the

Bill details the automatic removal from credit bureau records of blacklisted consumers who have

settled their accounts (Visser 2014).  The credit amnesty that came into effect on April 1, 2014

gave credit bureaus two months to update their records accordingly.  The removal of consumer

data from credit bureau records, following the settling of personal accounts, will affect the design

of credit scoring since it is heavily reliant on historical data (Credit Scoring Analyst,  Personal

Interview 2013).  It is also important to keep in mind that the credit amnesty was introduced just

five weeks before South Africa’s general election that saw Jacob Zuma’s presidential re-election.

This was branded by opposition parties as a move of “populist vote-buying” (eNCA 2014).  With

just under 50 percent of credit active South Africans in arrears, the ANC is all too familiar with

the potential of financially-disgruntled and protest-prone social movements.  It learned this, most

recently from xenophobic attacks in Durban in April 2015, and from the Marikana Massacre of

2012.  The latter drew attention to wildcat strikers in search of higher pay, and which ended with

fatal consequences for a number of mineworkers.  In the same way that, for Wolpe, the National

Party’s project of ‘separate development’ was Sisyphean (cited in Freund 2013: 496) in being
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beset with internal contradictions of labour and capital (Wolpe 1973), similar conclusions emerge

from the Marikana crisis:

Reminiscent of labour force contradictions that affected waged workers in the National

Party’s project of apartheid, is the social predicament of Marikana miners as financially strained,

perhaps  even  stuck  in  a  “debt  trap”  (Alexander  2013:  607).   It  seems  that  although  social

conditions  of  labour  have  improved  under  the  ANC’s  policy  of  social  transformation  (as

compared  to  under  the  National  Party)  (Freund  2013:  512-513),  the  changes  have  been

insufficient to overcome the social reproduction of poverty that partially triggered the Marikana

crisis.  Despite social improvements such as higher real wages, bargaining contracts with worker

unions  that  provide  medical  insurance  and  a  choice  of  provident  fund  or  routine  pension

payments, a housing allowance, and the payout of bonuses when mineral prices increase, the

Marikana Massacre raises questions about social strains on workers which contemporary labour

conditions are unable to overcome.  Elements of these strains are combinations of indebtedness

(such as miners invoiced to pay up to 15 times the value of original loans), increasing prices for

electricity and water, short-term labour contracts, and adversarial treatment by managers often on

racial grounds (Alexander 2013: 607-608; Freund 2013: 513-514; Rees cited in Bond 2013: 582-

583).  As Bill Freund (2013: 514) notes, 

having to dispense with pension and health benefits for immediate cash as well as falling into debt

are the fate of the apparently better-off, and the shift to contract employment is thus sometimes

actually welcomed, so strong is the compelling short-term argument.

It is this short-term argument that is inherent to the logic of ‘easy’ and ‘quick’ access to micro-

credit.  At a ‘macro’ level, the Massacre demonstrates the interplay of local and global powers of

policing (Bond 2013); upon downgrading the state’s credit status from A3 to BAA1, the Moody’s

rating agency commented on the government’s “reduced capacity to handle the current political
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and economic situation” (cited in Derby 2012).  This leaves for more detailed examination the

difficulties with which the reproduction of the social categories of credit scoring translates into a

reproduction of social consequences of credit scoring.  This is discussed in later chapters.    

4.4 Conclusion

While social sorting was once promoted by the National Party in the time of apartheid for

the purposes of managing social disadvantage, I argued in this chapter that the framing of such

sorting  by  the  ANC  government,  in  a  narrative  of  social  transformation,  reproduces  social

categories that are historically familiar to their subjects.  But it remains to be seen how the social

consequences of those categories are also socially reproduced.  

Lyon reminds us that “utopian ideals without sober social analysis produce, for example,

injustice-blind ‘democracy’” (Lyon 1979: 182).  The absence of such an analysis continues to be

a problem for the ANC because its utopian ideals of overcoming social disadvantages are limited

by the social categories in which these  disadvantages are conceptualized.  Framed within the

context of a theoretical framework informed by Lyon and Wolpe, I argued that social categories

of the past meet the ANC’s policy of social transformation in what I have termed ‘social sorting

as social transformation’.  This juxtaposition captures the analytic difficulties of reconciling the

continuation of historical social categories with an ANC policy that necessary depends on those

categories.  More particularly, social sorting not only reproduces many historical social categories

(and forces us to consider these categories as a condition of apartheid under ANC leadership), but

also forces us to pay close attention to the strategies that the ANC employs in an effort to present

a discontinuity from the past.  

Because credit legislation, policy and scoring are encompassed by the narrative of social

transformation, this credit trio promises equality, non-discrimination and objectivity.  However,
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when credit scoring, in particular, is positioned along a continuum of political efforts that seek to

manage populations as risks, it is evident that the social categories of historical sorting are not

dissimilar  to  those that  shape credit  scoring.   The legal  requirement  for  credit  scoring to  be

designed and implemented in ways that avoid the social sorting that the ANC inherited, creates a

direct  link  between  the  social  categories  of  historical  sorting  and  the  social  categories  of

contemporary  sorting.   This  link  is  maintained by the  ANC’s  promotion  of  the  longevity  of

inherited social categories in the very terms that historically rendered such categories visible.  In

this  way,  the  narrative  of  social  transformation  and  empowerment  serves  the  transfer  of

management of populations as risks from National Party to ANC leaders more than it does the

kind of social change envisioned in the narrative.

Instead of challenging social sorting in action, the ANC does so mostly in word (Bond

2004).  This is consistent with the “exploitable contradictions” of neoliberalism (Harvey 2007:

42) and allows the government’s support for credit scoring to offer more to the reproduction of

historical categories of social  disadvantages than to the alleviation of such disadvantages.  It

therefore becomes clear that even when the ANC recognizes its shortcomings in shaping a more

equitable society, it often does so with the same labels of social categories that were inherited

from the National Party.  As a result, the goal of social transformation, as defined by the ANC, is

bound by descriptions that are predominantly classist, ethnicized, gendered and racialized.  While

the  ANC’s  challenge  of  social  change  should  not  overlook  the  structural  effects  of  such

inheritances,  reference  to  them in  inherited  terms  of  social  sorting  plays  significant  roles  in

perpetuating the social effects of discrimination within these confines.  

The argument  here does not deny the importance of recognizing the social  categories

within which patterns of discrimination might be observed.  Neither does it deny the framing of

discrimination  without  reference  to  social  categories,  nor  the  framing  of  disadvantages
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independent of social categories or groups (Gandy 2009).  Instead, the argument brings attention

to the shortcomings of the ANC’s approach to social transformation that frames social change for

the present and future in the terms of the past.  

The point is to be vigilant of the historical wounds of social disadvantage but also to

envision  ways  forward  where  even  the  conceptualizations  of  that  path  are  free  of  the

disadvantage that is sought to be overcome (Haraway 2004).  Perhaps a lesson is to be taken from

Lawrence Hamilton (2007) who argues that the ANC’s preoccupation with a political philosophy

of rights leads to the neglect of The Political Philosophy of Needs.  This neglect might be due to

development  strategies  that  are  seemingly  different  to  historical  policies  of  ‘separate

development’,  but that,  in actual fact,  strongly resemble them.  Fulfilling Wolpe’s theoretical

point of how historical continuity manifests in South Africa (Chapter 3), this has resulted for 22

years  (at  the  time of  writing),  in  a  reproduction,  rather  than  eradication,  of  historical  social

categories on the basis of providing consumers with access to credit;  a right previously curtailed

by  former  leadership.   As  noted  above,  the  argument  made  here  that  social  categories are

reproduced is incomplete without a corresponding analysis of how their social consequences are

reproduced with respect to credit scoring in particular.  This is the task of the remainder of this

dissertation.
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Chapter 5

The Black Box of Consumer Credit Scoring in South Africa: 

identifying the ‘panoptic sort’ in algorithmic design and 

the social experiences of Durbanite consumers

5.1. Introduction

A credit provider may determine for itself any scoring or other evaluative mechanism or model to
be used in managing, underwriting and pricing credit risk, provided that any such mechanism or
model is not founded or structured upon a statistical or other analysis in which the basis of risk
categorization,  differentiation or assessment is  a ground of unfair  discrimination prohibited in
section 9(3) of the Constitution. (Government Gazette 28619: 90)

FICO® (known as Fair, Isaac and Company until 2003) scoring models, used by credit

bureaus in nearly 60 countries, are promoted by the company as “giv[ing] a fast and objective

measurement” of a consumer’s credit risk (Rona-Tas and Hiss 2010: 118).  However, credit laws

from Washington to Moscow prohibit the direct use in credit scoring methodologies of personal

consumer  information  pertaining  to  social  categories  such as  one’s  race,  political  views  and

sexual orientation (Rona-Tas and Guseva 2013: 426).  In fact, FICO® (2014) explicitly states that

its scoring methodology “doesn’t know your age, gender, marital status or race”.  However, a

sociological vantage point allows us to observe that such categories need not be directly included

in credit scoring methodologies for consumer life chances and experiences to be influenced by

them.  Research that identifies the sociological significance of credit and debt relations serves as

a springboard for drawing attention to the bias that emerges with the use of credit scoring (eg:

Langley 2014; Lazzarato 2011).  This bias often brings about, and sometimes reproduces, social

disadvantages  for populations  that  are  categorized in ethnic,  gender  and racial  terms (Gandy

2009: 104-106). 
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The extension of such research to a South African context is pertinent not least because of

the country’s complicated history of state-implemented social categorization of populations for

well  over  150 years,  expressed  most  explicitly  over  the  last  half  of  the  20 th Century  as  the

racialization of class (Breckenridge 2011; Suzman 1960; Wolpe 1988).  It is arguably because of

perceived contrasting social effects between former National Party apartheid and contemporary

credit  scoring,  that  the  ruling  African  National  Congress  (ANC)  government  does  not  see

practices  of  the  latter  as  constitutional  contraventions  that  the  National  Credit  Act  (2005)

supposedly  protects  against  (Government  Gazette  28619  2005:  91).   Section  9(3)  of  South

Africa’s Constitution, as referred to in the excerpt above, seemingly protects against all forms of

such  disadvantage.   It  sets  the terms of credit  scoring design, by offering  human protections

against  “unfair  discrimination”  on  the  basis  of  “race,  gender,  sex,  pregnancy,  marital  status,

ethnic or  social  origin,  colour,  sexual  orientation,  age,  disability,  religion,  conscience,  belief,

culture, language and birth” (Government Gazette 17678 1997: 1247).  Similarly, as established

within the confines of the National Credit Act (2005), credit scoring enjoys a seat in democratic

South Africa so long as it fulfils the  National Credit Act’s  (2005) promise of a “fair and non-

discriminatory marketplace for access to consumer credit” (Government Gazette 28619 2005: 2).

I argue that the veil of secrecy behind which consumer credit scoring operates (Citron and

Pasquale 2014: 5)13 denies the fulfilment of such constitutional and legislated promises.  This

argument addresses a number of research objectives set out in Chapter 1, such as: to uncover the

categories of personal information that are used in credit scoring algorithms, to critically examine

how  the  known  social  categories  of  credit  legislation,  policy  and  scoring  relate  to  the

government’s narrative of social transformation, to investigate how the known categories that are

13  This point is by no means presented as universally applicable. For instance, in Hungary in the 1990s, it was
required that data processing companies disclose scoring algorithms to consumers.  See Rona-Tas and Guseva (2013:
430).
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used in credit scoring algorithms relate to the social predicaments of those who are scored in

credit applications, and to compare the extent to which historical social categories and their social

consequences are reproduced in a contemporary context of credit scoring.  

The denial of constitutional and legislated promises that stem from credit scoring’s veil of

secrecy means that  consumers and transparency advocates are privy only to simplified credit

scorecard information in the form of a single score.  These scores differ across credit bureaus, but

the general practice is that the higher they are, the lower the predicted credit risk and interest

charged.   Little  more  is  accessible  at  the  front-end  of  credit  scoring  about  the  complex

mechanisms designed into  back-end algorithmic models.   By theorizing  these two ends in  a

political economy of personal information, characterized by Oscar Gandy’s ‘panoptic sort’ that

was introduced in Chapter 3, I argue that practices of consumer credit scoring in South Africa

reject  principles  of  public  accountability  and  transparency.   Accountability  raises  issues  of

agency,  which  allows  me  to  demonstrate  the  social  consequences  of  credit  bureaus  serving

commercial  banks  as  opposed  to  consumers.   While  some  might  argue  that  the  nature  of

commercial enterprises is their design to serve the private sector, this overlooks the important

point that, in South Africa, it is consumers who are positioned at the centre of legislated links

between social transformation, credit policy and credit scoring.  Transparency raises issues of

credit scoring’s comprehensibility to consumers and the extent of consumer accessibility to the

back-end of its design.  Thus, by demonstrating that credit scoring is neither publicly accountable

nor transparent, I question the realization of key social protections offered in section 9(3) of the

Constitution (this question, and the findings, will also be of interest to proponents of a science

and  technology  studies  (STS)  framework).   What  are  realized,  however,  are  serious  social

disadvantages between consumers who interact with credit scoring’s front-end and those who

manage, support, and profit from its back-end.      
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This chapter is divided into two main sections.  In accounting for the characteristics of the

panoptic sort (see Chapter 3) in the South African context, section 2 confronts the back-end of

credit scoring by providing a first-hand account of how various employees in the credit industry

substantiate and enforce their rejection of public accountability and transparency.  The section

also demonstrates how the back-end is characteristic of the panoptic sort.  Reciprocally, section 3

confronts  credit  scoring’s  front-end  interface  to  show  how  the  panoptic  sort  characterizes

consumers’ understandings, choices and social experiences with credit scoring.

5.2 Confronting the ‘back-end’ of the panoptic sort

5.2.1 Research experiences in the field

The  panoptic  sort  is  a  defensive  technology  that  is  concerned  with  the  avoidance  of

unprofitability (Gandy 1993: 17).  As such, the panoptic sort of credit scoring not only seeks to

hide  information  from consumers  and competitors,  but  also  from researchers  and employees

(Gandy 1993: 60-61).  This was made evident in my interactions with a number of corporate and

government  representatives  whose  enforcement  of  the  secretive  nature  of  back-end  credit

practices is inconsistent with exercises of accountability and transparency that credit-active or

credit-seeking consumers are expected to demonstrate.  A number of individual employees from

credit  bureaus  and the  state  initially  expressed  a  keenness  to  participate  in  this  study,  most

commonly on the basis of “wanting to help young researchers”.  However, my progress with an

interview  agenda  was  hindered  by  legal  barriers  that  different  credit  bureaus  and  state

departments used to screen my interview questions.  This is consistent with Susan Ostrander’s

(1993)  own  experiences  of  how  some  respondents,  particularly  in  “elite”  positions,  do

background checks  on  researchers  before  committing  to  partake  in  the  study.   This  was my

experience with certain officials who declined hardcopies of a letter of information and consent
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form, instead insisting on electronic copies of these and all interview questions, along with my

contact information and affiliation.  To one researcher from the National Credit Regulator (NCR),

this was necessary because:

I must go through [the letter of information] and find out if you are who you say you are...The

responses that I give you are, for all intensive purposes [sic], the [institution’s] responses.  I will

go through the normal reporting channels, show my superiors your information, and if they are

fine, you can pose those questions.   

Aligning with the challenges described by Torin Monahan and Jill Fisher (2014: 3) as

confronting researchers, this “background check” is presumably a strategy by the prospective

respondent to control the interviewer, as well as discover how the interviewer’s politics orient

with respect to their own or those of the organization.  This is demonstrated by the contrasting

statements offered by one state representative: my face-to-face conversation ended in good spirits

with the individual saying, ‘I think it would not be a problem [to assist you] because you are a

[young researcher]...I  have helped many [such people] before’.  However, after providing my

personal  details  (name,  affiliation,  and  interview  agenda)  as  well  as  the  requested  research

documentation via email that afternoon, I received the following response from the same person

four months later:

I have looked at all the documents you have sent me and reached a point that I wouldn’t like to

participate in your research process.  Please visit [our] website for some of the information you

have requested.

Similarly,  an  analyst  from a  credit  bureau  initially  expressed  interest  in  participating  in  my

research: 
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....we...will  gladly address  any questions received via e-mail  thus  if  you could mail  me your

questions we could look at what we are able to reply to.  All correspondence need  [sic]  to be

approved through  our  legal  department  first,  please  clarify  the  purpose  of  use  of  the  details

required.

After providing the requested electronic copies of interview-related material, the response was:

I  received your  documentation which had been forwarded on to  our  legal  department  [...]  as

individuals we are not able to speak on behalf of the company in its entirety and felt I needed to

clarify with them if ok [sic] to partake in such a [study].  Unfortunately at this point we have to

decline participation in the [study].

The defensive nature of responses in these two examples puts the spotlight back on an

STS approach (see Chapter 2) that shows how black boxes are opaque on different levels and to

different agents based on their social positioning even within the same organization, as well as

how black boxes are guarded as technical, but are really political.  It is the bureaucratic authority

which constrains employees, but also the legalistic internal processes that constrain employees’

access to information on a ‘need-to-know’ basis.  Indeed, the refusal of certain corporate and state

representatives  to  partake  in  this  study  questions  the  credit  industry’s  accountability  and

transparency to those who are its subjects.  

5.2.2 Operating the panoptic sort of credit scoring

Because  of  the  veil  of  secrecy  behind  which  credit  scoring  algorithms  are  designed,

researchers are left speculating about the precise formulae that are adopted, and even about ways
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to arrive at a credit score that is within a reasonable range of that calculated by FICO® (Rona-Tas

and Hiss 2010: 120).  The view in this dissertation is that while speculation offers ‘best guesses’

that  are  informative,  there  is  more  accuracy  to  be  gleaned  from  researching  the  social

consequences of credit scoring’s back-end operations and front-end consumer experiences.  From

this perspective, inconsistencies between the operations of credit scoring and Section 9(3) of the

Constitution point to failures of the former in being accountable to consumers, and shortcomings

of the latter  in securing transparent assessments of the protections the Constitution promises.

Operations such as those of credit scoring rely on the “raw material of human experience” to

devise formulae and assign scores in automating consumer credit assessments (Gandy 1993: 53).

This quantification of consumer data is often done without consumers’ consent, and in ways that

have  been  described  as  “abstracting”  (Haggerty  and  Ericson 2000:  606),  “dematerializ[ing]”

(Pridmore and Zwick, 2013: 105), “disembodying” (Lauer 2008: 312) and “textualizing” (Lauer

2008: 301).  

Statistical quantification is promoted by credit bureaus and the state on the assertion that it

removes biases such as those of race,  gender,  religion,  and political  orientation (Government

Gazette 28619 2005: 90; Transunion 2015a; Medical Credit Watch 2015; Southern African Fraud

Prevention  Service  2015;  Tenant  Profile  Network 2015;  Experian  2015).   In  fact,  one  credit

bureau, Xpert Decision Systems (XDS) (n.d.-a), publicizes its sensitivity to the South African

context, and in turn, its awareness of the importance of removing such biases, by stating that its

Presage Score “has been specifically developed for the South African market”.  Despite such

claims, at  least  two credit  bureaus admit that such biases are possible.   Experian (2015),  for

example, states that such categories are excluded from a credit record “...except to the extent that

such information is  self-evident  from the record of  the consumer’s  marital  status and list  of

family members”.  Similarly, Medical Credit Watch (2015) excludes the placement of individuals
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into such categories “...other than [those] reported by a Subscriber or healthcare practitioner”.

Specifically, these credit bureaus do not deny the possibility that a gendered association with

one’s name, or the gender of a spouse in the relationship between one’s sexual orientation and

credit score may occur.  

Data that are explicitly included in the design of credit scorecards in South Africa are

gathered from a number of corporate and state  institutions  and were revealed in this study by

performing content analyses of corporate documentation and qualitative interviews with credit

analysts.   These  data  include  biometric  identities  as  recorded  in  the  population  registry

(Department  of Home Affairs),14 footprints  of financial  activities (businesses and commercial

banks),  and  verification  of  individual  cellphone  ownership  and  contact  details  (cellphone

companies).  Commonly used variables in scorecard development include (but are not limited to):

a  consumer’s  income,  age,  (mobile)  phone  ownership,  suburb  of  residence,  number  of

dependents, number of bank accounts, percentage of accounts in arrears, most recently missed

payment, the amount and type of debt, enquiries (credit checks), and the age of the oldest bank

account  (Credit  Scoring  Analyst,  Personal  Interview 2013;  XDS 2011).   Different  statistical

weightings are assigned to each variable (these are different across credit bureaus) to produce a

quantified  level  of  risk  that  not  only  represents  the  probability  of  consumer  default  but

corresponds to a pricing scale (interest rates) of how ‘good’ or ‘bad’ the risk is for the credit

provider.  When combined in unique predictive modelling, the methodology of credit scoring is

guarded not only from consumers and credit bureaus’ clients, but between credit bureaus.  This is

seen with the measures that credit bureaus take to protect algorithms and proprietary interests

from consumers (Rona-Tas and Hiss 2010: 135-136), researchers (Section 3), and competitors

14  Compuscan spread from South Africa to Uganda in 2008, and since then, has tackled the issue of poor national
identity registration by pioneering for credit bureaus the introduction of a biometric identification system.  This
allows banks to securely identify clients.  
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(Southern African Legal Information Institute 2012).  At the same time, it might seem that XDS’

popularization of logistic regression15 as “easy to explain” substantiates the company’s claim that

its algorithms are ‘not black box[ed]’ (XDS 2011).  To the contrary, like other credit bureaus, the

statistical weighting of its variables is kept secret.  While there are apparently “no hidden costs”

for businesses that make use of credit scoring models, there is, by contrast, limited visibility on

the methodology of scorecard development (XDS n.d.-c, emphasis added).  

With  limited  visibility  often  comes  questionable  design.   In  fact,  the  very  nature  of

statistical  weightings,  on  which  credit  scorecard  development  depends,  implies  that  the

probability of predicted consumer behaviour is dependent on an ‘average’ comparison with pre-

determined  formulae.   In  this  way,  credit  scorecards  are  comparative  and  relational  in  their

predictions of a consumer’s future behaviour.  It is on this basis that assumptions are made about

consumers’ future activities, even when the statistical weightings are informed by the historical

behaviour of a particular organization of individuals, in specific spaces and moments in time.  For

example, one of the participants in the research for this study was a recovering alcoholic who

relapsed six days before the interview.  Another participant was a single mother supporting two

children on her teacher’s salary.  Both individuals voluntarily provided information that shows

their credit scores in the general range of ‘high risk’.  However, it is likely that the individuals’

social  outlooks and senses of financial  management were quite different.   Yet,  such personal

contexts are overlooked in credit scoring in favour of the patterns within a sample population.

When  predictive  analysis  meets  social  context,  credit  scoring  protects  credit  providers  from

financial losses rather than assists individual consumers to make informed decisions about debt

avoidance and financial  responsibility.   At the same time,  personal circumstance,  constructed

identity and positioning in the social structure play important roles in consumers’ abilities to meet
15  This is one statistical method of prediction.  Other commonly used methods by credit bureaus include neural
networks, decision trees and linear programming.
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repayment  schedules  (Marron  2007).   The  deviation  between  actual  consumer  experiences

(significantly shaped by social context) and data trends is typically described in statistics as a

residual (or fitting error).  Gandy (1993: 124, 144) reminds us that every step away from the ideal

of asking “everyone about everything” moves an assessment closer towards bias, incompleteness,

distortion  and  misrepresentation,  and  that  “[t]he  truly  random sample  has  never  been  taken

because a complete sampling frame does not and cannot exist” (Gandy 1993: 124).  Indeed, every

step  in  such  a  direction  takes  us  further  away  from  credit  bureaus  serving  the  interests  of

consumers.  

As  reassurance  of  the  scientific  value  of  credit  scoring,  a  credit  scoring  analyst

commented that to not just avoid, but to “eliminate”, bias in the weighting of variables, social

context, personal character and individual trustworthiness are “no longer” included in scorecard

development  (Credit  Scoring  Analyst,  Personal  Interview 2013).   The  credit  scoring  analyst

confirmed that race was considered as a scoring variable by credit bureaus, but only in the early

years  of  post-1994  South  Africa  when  databases  of  consumer  information  from  which  to

differentiate  between  consumers’  predicted  risk  levels  were  shallowly  populated  (2013).

However, a debt collector provided evidence, in the form of computer screenshots from 2012,

which shows that at least one credit bureau continues to gather racial statistics about consumers

(Debt Collector, Personal Interview 2013).    

It  should not  be  assumed that  every collection of  racial  data  by credit  bureaus  has  a

racially  discriminatory  result.   At  the  same  time,  it  should  not  be  forgotten  that  the

misrepresentation  of  social  context  is  not  random but  reflective  of  an  institutionalized  bias

because an assessment,  by definition,  will  “always” be incomplete  in its  subjectivity  (Gandy

1993: 18).  As more variables are introduced into multivariate scoring models16 that seek to gain

16  Multivariate (unlike univariate) scoring models rely on many weighted variables in algorithmic design.  
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closer understandings of consumers, racial forms of classification become less noticeable (Gandy

2001: 156).  But the dependence on more variables, or even the exclusion of constitutionally-

banned variables, does not diminish the ways in which the social consequences of credit scoring

may bring about, for example, gendered and racialized consumer experiences.  In fact, in the

context of historically rooted social disadvantages in South Africa, credit scoring is influenced by

structural hardships associated most strongly with social categories of class, gender, race and

segregated space (see Chapter 4).  In other words, even if certain measures were removed from

credit models, the other variables that are highly correlated with the banned variables ‘stand in’

for those measures, while not being subjected to the same burdens of state policy.  The discreet

institutionalization  of  credit  scoring,  dependent  on  the  correlation  between  variables,  is  also

found in the perspective of a credit scoring analyst: “location is tied to race and credit rating”

especially when considering that “the majority of South Africans are black and that most of them

are indebted” (Credit Scoring Analyst, Personal Interview 2013).

Such correlations  are  overlooked in  the  excerpt  from the  National  Credit  Act  (2005)

provided at the start of this chapter.  While offering legislative weight to the functions of credit

bureaus and the normalization of risk analysis as calibrated in their credit assessment techniques,

it overlooks that even if the “basis of risk categorization” is “non-discriminatory”, this does not

protect  against  social  experiences  of  disadvantage.   Research,  for  example,  on  the  scoring

methods of the US- and Irish-based credit bureaus, Experian and Transunion respectively, draws

links between credit scoring, consumer vulnerability and consumer profiling (Mierzwinski and

Chester 2013).  These credit bureaus perform credit assessments of millions of consumers in 58

countries, including South Africa (Experian plc 2011; Transunion LLC 2011).  They use FICO®

(known as Fair, Isaac and Company until 2003) scoring models for their credit risk assessments.

The  fact  that  Experian’s  Delphi  and  Transunion’s  Empirica  credit  scores,  together  with  the
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scoring methodologies of the other 12 registered credit bureaus in South Africa (NCR 2014a), are

marketed as unique and competing products illustrates the scientific illusiveness of the ‘perfectly

predictive’ scoring model.  Therefore, algorithmically-generated sketches of consumers, defined

along axes ranging from ‘low risk’ to ‘high risk’ (typically, the higher the score, the lower the

interest rate that is attached to a loan) compete for ‘accuracy’ across competing scoring models.

As noted above, imposed racial classification is not tolerant of a person’s potential profusion of

socio-cultural identity traits but instead deflates the quality of life in favour of imposing labels

from finite categories.  A continuation of this logic, with legislative weight, is also found behind

the cloak of avoiding “unfair discrimination”. 

A description  of  this  term is  offered in  the  Promotion of  Equality  and Prevention  of

Unfair  Discrimination  Act  (2000) which  prevents  “unfair  discrimination”  by  promoting  an

“equal enjoyment  of rights and freedoms” (Government Gazette  20876: 4, emphasis added).

Because this is necessarily different from ‘equal rights’ (in which case social circumstance is a

condition  of  differing  levels  of  enjoyment)  (Gandy  2001:  142),  focus  on  equal  enjoyment

invokes, at least in part, a call for affirmative action.  However, the promotion of credit scoring’s

statistical rationality makes it accountable to the unrealistic standards of objectivity rather than a

necessarily subjective assessment of what is ‘fair’, ‘rehabilitative’ and ‘restorative’ in the context

of South African social history.  This deviation means that credit scoring offers its primary benefit

to credit providers – not borrowers – with the goal of assisting them to improve the efficiency and

profitability  (often  through  automation)  of  their  decision-making  (XDS  n.d.-a;  XDS  n.d.-b;

Experian South Africa n.d.; Experian Decision Analytics n.d.).  But if overcoming consumers’

historical disadvantages were the point of credit scoring in South Africa, then the enforcement of

public  accountability  would  shift  credit  bureaus’ preoccupation  from  minimizing  corporate

losses, to serving as agents for consumers in maximizing their distance from such disadvantages.
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The absence of this shift is palpable in, for example, the importance that Experian places

on consumer knowledge.  It notes that “As a consumer, you should know as much about yourself

as  any financial  institution  does”  (Experian  2015).   For  consumers  to  know as  much about

themselves as financial institutions not only raises questions of the balance of agency between the

former and latter, but separates the credit bureau’s knowledge of consumers from that of both

financial  institutions  and  consumers  themselves.   This  distances  the  credit  bureau  from

accountability to those it scores, and denies the transparency of credit scoring methodology by

obfuscating processes of scorecard development from consumers and financial institutions alike.

The concept of ‘surveillance as social sorting’ helps to emphasize this sociological issue: the

agencies that make consumers visible are themselves less than visible (Lyon 2003; 2007).  The

increasing visibility of consumers occurs simultaneously with a decreasing visibility of agencies

of surveillance.  In fact, when questioned about the confidentiality of credit scoring methodology

and the limited access that consumers have in understanding the design of credit scorecards, a

credit scoring analyst avoided the basis of the question by saying that, “consumers can’t know

because it’s confidential...if  a consumer wants to know the back-end of the system, he can’t

because  it’s  zero  internal  process”  (Credit  Scoring  Analyst,  Personal  Interview 2013).   This

redundancy of confidentiality  due to confidentiality sits uncomfortably against the backdrop of

the non-transparent  ways in which credit  bureaus appropriate,  manipulate,  monitor,  and store

consumer information.  The one-way mirror of credit scoring that this refers to is implemented to

protect the back-end of proprietary products from consumer access.  The incredibly sophisticated

algorithms of, for example, the Delphi Credit Score (Experian), Empirica Score (Transunion) and

Presage Score (XDS)  require specialized skills for interpretation.  Even if the algorithms were

made public, they would need to be conveyed meaningfully in ways that the public understands.  
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The point is not that incomprehensibility justifies secrecy, but that corporate transparency

should  motivate  public  outreach  in  ways  that  are  explanatory  and  understandable  to  the

consumers whom credit scoring assesses.  Implemented to (in part) facilitate this is the NCR that

is legislated to “serve the needs of (i) historically disadvantaged persons; (ii) low income persons

and  communities;  and  (iii)  remote,  isolated  or  low  density  populations  and  communities”

(Government Gazette 28619 2005: 46). But the NCR is as tight-lipped as credit bureaus on the

ways in which it operates (Representative from the NCR, Personal Interview 2013).  In a “Guide

for Credit Bureaus”, the NCR (2009: 19) advises that credit bureaus must “provide a list of all the

credit scoring models that the credit bureau uses for producing credit bureau scores and a list of

all variables that have been used in each model”.  But this neither clarifies if providing a list of

“credit scoring models” includes the formulae of the algorithms used in those models, nor if the

“list of variables” includes their weightings as used in different credit scoring algorithms.

By acknowledging a reliance on statistical sampling (Credit Scoring Analyst, Personal

interview 2013), methods are employed by credit scoring designers to generalize the results of a

sample  population.   The  secrecy  of  these  methods  aside,  the  further  designers  move  from

gathering  “all”  information  from  “everyone”,  the  greater  the  decontextualization  of  every

individual from their respective realities (Gandy 1993: 124).  As Gandy (1993: 71) argues, the

more decontextualization that occurs the more that consumers are victimized.  The full range of

credit scores is separated from actual consumer circumstances to the extent that ethnic and racial

victimization,  not  scientific  accuracy,  result  from  the  decontextualization  of  the  consumer

(Marron  2007;  Gandy  2009:  104-109).   One  way  in  which  this  is  demonstrated  is  with  an

example  of  an  individual  who  has  no  debt,  yet  transacts  only  in  cash.   In  criticizing  the

employer’s system, a credit scoring analyst commented that such a person’s credit assessment

would  be  “high  risk”  (Credit  Scoring  Analyst,  Personal  Interview  2013).   This  conclusion
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overlooks the likelihood that such a person is financially responsible and honours repayments on

loans in a timely fashion (2013).  The result is that financial management, outside of the formal

credit system, is discriminated against in the (mis)recognition of consumer (un)creditworthiness.

Similarly, the statistical rubric of risk categories has no room for the ‘perfect’ credit score of zero

risk.  In the words of a credit scoring analyst, “this is only statistically possible and is therefore

excluded from credit  ratings”  (as  if  to  imply  that  statistical  methodology  used to  determine

creditworthiness  makes  for  accurate  reflections  of  consumers’ social  circumstances)  (Credit

Scoring Analyst, Personal Interview 2013).     

Consumer victimization also exists  for those who order (or are the subjects of)  credit

checks.  Known as ‘enquiries’ within the credit industry, these refer to requests for credit reports

of any given consumer.  The more of these that are requested (either by a consumer or credit

provider) the higher the assumed risk of the consumer in the credit scores of at least two credit

bureaus.  With this in mind, it is curious that Transunion cites poor consumer debt management –

not higher consumer risk – as a consequence of the fact that just one percent of all credit active

consumers that it scores regularly check their credit reports (Transunion 2015b).  This supports

the operation of credit scoring as industry-, not consumer-, oriented.  In fact, over a period of 24

months from December 2008, the number of enquiries performed by banks and other financial

institutions concerning consumers in search of credit increased from 8.99 to 11.68 million (NCR

2010).  The intimacy that this demonstrates between credit scoring and the panoptic sort is the

way in which  enquiries  are  used  to  diminish requests  for  interaction  with consumers  (either

directly or through prospective credit providers).  The fact that such requests for engagement with

credit bureaus (beyond the one free annual credit report) negatively affect credit scores illustrates

that  the  relationship  between  non-accountable  and  non-transparent  credit  mechanisms  and

achievements of economic viability and historical social redress is also negative.  I show in the
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next section the ways in which credit bureaus’ absence of public accountability and transparency

characterize  respondent  attitudes  to,  decisions  about,  and  experiences  with,  credit  scoring.

Cumulatively,  these  show  how  credit  scoring  contributes  to  the  reproduction  of  social

disadvantage in South Africa.

5.3 Confronting the ‘front-end’ of the panoptic sort

5.3.1 Consumer understandings of credit scoring

As demonstrated above, credit scoring is a system which necessarily sorts consumers in

ways that advantage certain people at the disadvantage of others.   This section examines the

social  consequences  of  the  lack  of  transparency  and  accountability  described  above.   The

majority of respondents confirmed that they did not know what ‘credit scoring’ refers to (either

by label or description) despite their lengthy loan histories, and felt that they did indeed need

such knowledge.  This is captured in the response of one respondent, whose remarks suggest a

distancing of the self from the relations of others with credit scoring.  Despite having a 25 year

home loan, and actively using a credit  card,  the  respondent commented: “I’ve heard about it

[credit scoring], but no, I don’t know what it is...You should know because then you’ll be more

careful with how you use credit” (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013a). When asked if

personal efforts had been made to understand how credit scoring works, the same respondent

commented: “You see, the ANC set up credit scoring in the ‘90s.  This is the party that destroyed

apartheid.  Why would I fight with them if they gave me all these opportunities that my parents

did not have?” (2013a).  This respondent believed that the dismantling of National Party rule

guaranteed that fairness would henceforth reign.  The comment also draws attention to the fact

that the social disadvantage that emerges from algorithmic governance need not be a consciously-
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realized  symptom – or  even feel  prison-like  (in  Bentham’s  original  Panoptic  sense)  –  to  its

subjects.

Other respondents, when expressing their knowledge of the term ‘credit scoring’, asked if

I  meant  ‘credit  bureau’.   This  group contained  respondents whose definitions  equated  credit

bureaus with an authority to be feared, or a ‘list of shame’.  For instance,

Eish,17 you don’t want to borrow too much...you’ll end up not paying! Then you’ll be in the credit
bureau [shakes head trepidatiously].  You know, borrowing from the banks is a bad thing to do.
What good did I get from it? My family would be better off [financially] if we didn’t take that [car]
loan.  My wife was unemployed when they [the bank] gave us the loan.  I thought they agreed to
give us the money because it would be easy to pay...[shakes head]...my wife is still unemployed
and I only have a part-time job now.  Things are tough, man.  I want to run from the bank, but
they’ll always catch me. (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013b)

Similarly, two other  respondents offered insights that suggest a credit bureau to be a place or a

list: “If you are in arrears you will  go into the credit bureau” (Mortgage Borrower, Personal

Interview 2013c), and “Credit bureaus are out of control in this country.  If I don’t like you, I can

just put you on the credit bureau.  That’s what it boils down to” (Mortgage Borrower, Personal

Interview 2013d).  From these  points  of  view,  it  is  clear  that  ‘the  credit  bureau’ is  socially-

positioned as authoritative.   As shown below, this positioning also gives rise to a subtle, but

actual, form of diminishing consumer life choices and opportunities.

Differing levels of interviewees’ perceptions of credit scoring can also be gauged from

their understandings of the terms ‘trustworthiness’ and ‘low risk’.  When asked to explain these

terms  and  differentiate  between  them,  some  interpreted  them  as  synonymous,  while  others

understood  trustworthiness  as  a  person’s  inherent  qualities,  and  low  risk  as  a  calculated

observation of creditworthiness that is favourable to consumers.  Those who interpreted the terms

as synonymous held this view because of a perceived accuracy of credit risk analysis in mirroring

a consumer’s actual personality, credibility and responsibility with a loan.  For example:

17  Originally a Xhosa term, eish is now commonly used in South African slang to express shock or disbelief.
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These are two different words that amount to the same thing.  The trustworthy person would get
the loan, the low risk person would get the loan. (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013d)

The point of the computer system is to judge if a person is trustworthy.  Although you won’t get a
full  picture  of  their  trustworthiness,  the  assessment  of  “low  risk”  speaks  directly  to  their
personality.  If they are low risk, you know this person is honest. (Student Loan Holder, Personal
Interview 2013a) 

These comments bear testament to the efficacy of credit risk from the point of view of

consumers  in  reifying  human attributes  (Marron 2007:  104;  Leyshon and Thrift  1999:  455).

While this does not take us closer to opening the black box of credit scoring, it highlights the

ways in which that black box is  accepted by those it  scores,  and how credit  risk shapes the

perceptions of those above as financially necessary, as serving the social interest, and as woven

into the social fabric.  This submission to the panoptic sort of credit scoring, together with efforts

of resistance and ‘working the system’, are explored in the next section.

5.3.2 Resisting, and submitting to, the panoptic sort of credit scoring

Many interviewees expressed preferences for algorithmic assessments over qualitative or

other quantitative mechanisms of credit  assessment because they believed that algorithms are

scientific, fair, accurate, objective and factual.  These are demonstrated in comments from various

interviewees such as: “Algorithmic is better.  It gives a fair assessment” (Mortgage Borrower,

Personal  Interview  2013e)  and  “Anything  that  is  programmed  is  better...it’s  more  accurate”

(Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013b).  In the words of another interviewee, “The

statistical, algorithmic assessment is best because it is based on data…on facts...and it may give a

more  accurate  understanding of  the  person since  it  is  based  on scientific  research.   It’s  not

subjective” (Student  Loan Holder,  Personal  Interview 2013c).   Those who held a contrasting

opinion pointed to the inability of algorithmic outcomes to reflect concerns for the consumer.

This is captured in the rationale of one interviewee:
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With the current system, if you don’t get through the points system then you don’t get to second

base.  When risk was determined face to face, there was far more of a personal touch.  Yes, it could

go wrong, but it was still better when I had a bank manager who I could phone.  Now, I never

speak to the same person. (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013d)

This expressed desire for a more ‘human’ experience was echoed by others who, through trial and

error, have discovered ways of being approved for credit:

I  don’t  think  the  algorithm is  able  to  be  in  touch  with  the  actual  issues...a  more  qualitative
approach means that they will be able to get into my story better...instead of maybe just taking your
ID number, how much you are earning now, your race and your gender...instead of just putting it
into the system to make a decision based on programmed trends or a formula.  The algorithm to me
seems to  be  very  limited...it  is  flawed because  it  overlooks...it  assumes...conditions  about  my
family.  When I apply for a loan, I no longer use my Umhlanga18 address because the algorithm
will then think I am able to pay.  Instead, I use my rural settlement address.  When I used the
Umhlanga  address  they  [the  bank]  denied  me  the  loan.   According  to  the  bank,  staying  in
Umhlanga  is  not  proof  that  I  need  a  loan.   But  the  algorithm cannot  tell  that  I  only  live  in
Umhlanga because my mom works there as a domestic worker.  We live in a small maid’s quarters
on her boss’ property.   If I use that address they will think I don’t need the loan.  But when I use
the address of the rural area where I was born, I get the loan [laughs].  I’m telling you...that’s how
I got my loan from the bank.  You’ve got to beat the system. (Student Loan Holder, Personal
Interview 2013d)

This  form of  resistance  to  credit  scoring  is  quite  different  from the  perspective  (for

example, held by those above) of seeing algorithmic design as more objective than alternatives.

Not only does this highlight the ways in which consumers find creative ways round credit scoring

mechanisms that they do not fully understand yet come to partially interpret, but also  that this

creativity is not necessarily because they are concerned about their privacy or the secretive nature

of credit scoring as much as they are about how to get the finance that they need.  The favouring

of algorithmic assessments by certain interviewees, with justifications no deeper than equating

technology with accuracy and subjectivity suggests a submission to the governance of credit

18  Umhlanga is an affluent commercial, residential and holiday region on the KwaZulu-Natal north coast.  
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scoring  with  little  in-depth  understanding  of  the  methodologies  used.   One  reason  for  this

submission could be the commonplace existence of data gathering techniques (Lyon 2006: 36) or

that individuals are uninformed and have not consented to personal exposure by these techniques

(Lyon 2006: 40).  A professional risk analyst was of the view that consumers and the corporate

sector  bear  equal  responsibility  for  understanding  credit  scoring  (Risk  Analyst,  Personal

Interview 2013).  While it is clear that neither group understands credit scoring algorithms as well

as  its  designers,  consumers  have  further  limits  on  their  understandings  than  those  banking

professionals who at least have more direct day-to-day experience with the context of finance.

The question remains if greater consumer knowledge about credit bureaus’ statistical techniques

will  contribute  to  more  consumer  involvement  in  civil  society  (as  one  form  of  consumer

consciousness) (Gandy 2006: 379).     

Gandy (2006: 379) recognizes that sustaining resistance to the discriminatory techniques

of the panoptic sort is a great challenge.  This is arguably because consumers’ lack of awareness

of their victimization by the panoptic sort is due to the institutionalized power of the system.  In

the words of an interviewee, “...you really don’t have a choice...if you want credit, you take it at

the rate they [the bank] offer it to you.  Whether you understand it or not.  Whether you like it or

not.   There’s  really  no  negotiation”.   Together  with  the  views  above  that  show submissive

consumer tendencies to credit scoring, it also seems that the social positioning of credit scoring

reduces consumers’ perceptions of their own agency.  This can have the effect of contributing to

the internalization and institutionalization of privilege for some and disadvantage for others in

ways that echo historical experiences particularly of the racialization of class (Wolpe 1988).  This

is reflected in the following comments from three respondents:

With  us  blacks,  we  don’t  fight  back  in  borrowing  from  the  bank.   We  don’t  take  chances.
(Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013f)
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I know someone who was in a very bad financial state because the husband hadn’t paid his home
loan for a couple of months.  I feel that in that case, the bank should’ve been on their case instead
of letting it fall...’til they got to the point where they had to sell the place, and they still didn’t make
enough money to pay.  It actually led to them getting divorced because of it.  Probably because
they are white, the bank thought it wouldn’t happen.   If you’re white, they think you can pay all
the time...I’m sure that if it had been a person of colour, they would’ve been on their case right
away. (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013a)

If you are black, you are assessed differently.  For example, in my culture, it is normal to have,
like, six siblings.  But then the bank thinks my parents can’t pay back on a loan if they have so
many children.  Maybe it’s true, I don’t know.  But if they are not given the loan, then they are also
punished for being black and living their culture. (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013e)

Although  none  of  the  interviewees  reported  concerted  attempts  to  improve  their

understandings of the back-end of credit scoring, there is evidence of trying to gain better terms

of  credit  by  manipulating  variables  that  consumers  have  come to  realize  impact  their  credit

scores.  This also shows how racial stereotypes – both projected and self-implicating/identifying

– are enmeshed in credit scoring in ways that see such stereotypes as, at least in part, the products

of normalized behaviour of historically classified social groups.  In addition, the above responses

bring  to  light  differences  between  normalized  cultural  practices  of  racial  groups  and  the

expectations designed into systems of credit.  Their  mis- (or mal-)  alignment  raises questions

about the kind of social structure that is reinforced by credit scoring.  At the current rate, it seems

that the social structure is one that revisits the social consequences of the apartheid condition.  

5.4 Conclusion

My central concern in this chapter was to show the prevalence in South Africa of the

panoptic sort in consumer credit scoring.  It is not just that proprietary products of credit scoring

are offered protections in competitive market arrangements, but that such protections are used by

credit bureaus as justification for the ‘black boxing’ of back-end design and operation.  Rather

than protecting against the kinds of social disadvantages that the National Credit Act (2005) and
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Constitution forbid, the social effects of credit scoring serve as barriers to the fulfilment of such

protections.   

The main focus here was the disconnect between back-end algorithmic design and front-

end  consumer  experiences  with,  and  understandings  of,  credit  scoring.   In  light  of  the

Constitution’s protections against discrimination, even upheld in the National Credit Act (2005),

the chapter confronted the absence of public accountability and transparency in the panoptic sort

of  credit  scoring.   This  perspective  revealed  grave  concern  with  the  prevalence  of  social

disadvantage in the political economy of personal information in South Africa, not least because

credit  scoring  contributes  to  such  disadvantage rather  than  to  its  eradication.   The  power

dynamics between credit bureaus and consumers are neither earned by the former democratically

nor known by the latter transparently.  Indeed, it is doubtful how far constitutional ideals can be

achieved if non-accountable and non-transparent methods are used to foster them.  Not only does

this call in question the secretive nature of credit scoring operations, but takes issue with the ways

in which credit scoring contributes to broader state objectives of ‘non-discrimination’, ‘unfair

discrimination’ and ‘fairness’.  Because the design of credit scores is invariably subjective, claims

by credit bureaus of scorecard objectivity are, necessarily, contradictory.  This leaves exposed a

void  between constitutional  and legislative  requirements  to  which  credit  scoring is  explicitly

stated to conform, and closed industry practices that decontextualize consumers’ social contexts.

While greater contextualization and more open practices, on their own, are not the solution to

dealing with problems of social disadvantage and historical forms of social disadvantage, they are

certainly part of the remedy.  The other, perhaps more urgent, part is a shift of agency from credit

bureaus serving commercial banks, to credit bureaus serving consumers.  In the absence of such a

shift,  it  is  clear  that  historical  forms  of  social  disadvantage are  maintained,  in  some  cases

reproduced, as Wolpe (1972: 428-429; 1988: 8) cautioned, but never addressed.    
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The next two chapters provide examples of contexts that resonate with Wolpe’s caution:

Chapter 6 details the reproduction of social categories and social experiences of disadvantage

with respect to credit and higher education, while Chapter 7 does so with respect to credit-scored

mortgages.
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Chapter 6

Race, Class and Credit: the significance of historical social categories in access to 

higher education in South Africa

6.1 Introduction

Senzeni na? 

Sono sethu, ubumnyama? 

Sono sethu yinyaniso? 

Sibulawayo 

Mayibuye i Africa 

What have we done? 

Our sin is that we are black?

Our sin is the truth 

They are killing us 

Let Africa return 

Anti-apartheid folk song, Composer unknown, circa. 1950

“Our parents were sold dreams in 1994.  We are just here to get a refund”

Placard of student protester, October 2015

A recent culmination of how student experiences of the past and present are structurally

connected was witnessed in the form of student protests in South Africa in October 2015, that

took place on a scale reminiscent of those during the 1976 Soweto Uprising.  In both 1976 and

2015, protesters drew attention to the racialized and class-based limits to higher education (de

Kadt 2015; Bond 2015).  In the more recent of the two events, students from over 12 campuses

around  the  country  took  to  the  streets  following  an  announcement  by  the  government  that

university fees and upfront registration fees for 2016 would increase by 10.5 percent and six

percent respectively (Nkosi 2015a; News24.com 2015).  At more than double the rate of inflation,
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protesters from the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), for example, expressed frustrations

over how the proposed fee increases further marginalize students; a widely held view expressed

by an education student from the university was: “...whether you are white, black, coloured or

Indian there’s a common goal for this.  We are fighting for poor people to be able to study here,

too. Our voices will be heard” (Nkosi 2015b).  On October 21, students stormed Cape Town’s

parliamentary premises in an attempt to disrupt a mid-term budget speech delivered by Minister

of Finance, Nhlanhla Nene.  Over the following two days, marches led students to the African

National Congress (ANC) headquarters in Johannesburg and Durban, culminating on October 23

in tens of thousands of protesters demonstrating at Pretoria’s Union Building where they waited

for  Zuma to  address  them.   Opting  to  remain  behind closed  doors,  Zuma announced,  in  an

astonishing contravention  of  the free  market  principles  that  were behind the initial  proposed

increases, that there would be a zero percent fee increase for 2016.  

Then, on October 27, 500 students from the  Tshwane University of Technology (TUT)

marched in a protest of song and dance to the buildings of the National Treasury, South African

Reserve Bank (SARB) and South African Revenue Services (SARS).  They sang the apartheid

struggle era  hymn,  ‘Senzeni  na?’ that  evokes  a  sense of inescapable institutionalized racism.

Despite  Zuma’s  announcement  four  days  earlier,  TUT  students  voiced  concerns  about

institutional  obstacles to  a free university  education system.  In a memorandum delivered to

SARS, the TUT students expressed that “...SARS contributes to our exclusion [at universities]

and the super-exploitation of our poor, working-class parents by taxing students’ study material...

[these  taxes  are]  exorbitant  and  unaffordable  to  us  and  our  highly  exploited  working-class

parents” (Nkosi 2015c).
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While student movements across South Africa, represented in social media with hashtags

such  as  #FeesMustFall,  #OpenStellenbosch,  #RhodesMustFall,  and  #WitsFeesMustFall,

primarily drew attention to students’ inability to pay fees, many student bodies highlighted how

these  movements  intersect  with  concerns  over  gendered,  racialized  and  class-based

disenfranchisement  of  historically  marginalized  individuals.   Many placards  evoked  a  strong

sense of how the contemporary struggle is intimately connected to historical  events (Disemelo

2015).  For  example,  two  placards  at  Rhodes  University  read:  ‘For  the  class  of  1976’ and

‘Decolonize this institution #BlackLivesMatter’ (Dougan et al. 2015).

This chapter builds on the theoretical base of this dissertation, which is that surveillance

as social sorting helps explain the reproduction of historical social categories and experiences of

social disadvantage in South Africa.  It does so by addressing the research objectives of situating

those  social  categories  and  social  experiences  in  historical  context  with  respect  to  higher

education – one of the most telling spheres of reproduced social disadvantage in the country.

Through the lens of students’ racialized and class-based disenfranchisement in higher education,

the  chapter  demonstrates  the  ways  in  which  credit  scoring  further  contributes  to  such

disenfranchisement.  In particular, it shows that there are key similarities in social consequence

between, on the one hand, racially categorized students under apartheid at  Historically White

Universities  (HWUs)  and  Historically  Black  Universities  (HBUs),19 and,  on  the  other  hand,

racially categorized students since 1994 at institutions committed to social transformation.

Informed by this context, the chapter is divided into four main sections.  Sections 2 and 3

provide historical placement for the argument by first establishing connections between racial

categorization and access to post-secondary education under apartheid, and then demonstrating

19  My uncritical use of ‘HWUs’ and ‘HBUs’ is not to indicate support for these terms, but is intended to simply
situate them within the context of apartheid conceptualization and usage.
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how corporate and state funding to HBUs contributed to racialized and class-based outcomes.

This approach reveals striking connections to Sections 4 and 5 that contextualize how social

transformation at higher education institutions contributes to a reproduction of historical social

categories.  Furthermore, by drawing on qualitative findings from interviews with students who

have  applied  for  bursaries,  loans  and  scholarships,  it  is  shown  that  many  historical  social

consequences of class-based and racial classification are similarly reproduced.  

6.2. A brief history of institutionalized racialization in higher education

The  victory  of  the  National  Party  in  1948  formalized  and  institutionalized  many

segregation policies in education that were already in practice (Sehoole 2005: 11).  With the

government’s identification of education policy as a strategic avenue by which to promote the

apartheid philosophy, Christian National Education became a central strategy for justifying racial

segregation as a practice of ‘God’s will’.  Not only was this religious view used to validate racial

laws, such as The Separate Development Act (1959), but it was institutionally extended to higher

education with the passing of the Extension of University Education Act (1959).  Despite notable

protests  to this  Act by faculty members of the University of Cape Town (UCT) and Wits in

particular, who upheld principles of their institutions as ‘open universities’, the Act gave rise to

five racialized university colleges between 1959-1961 that catered separately for Bantu students

and Non-white non-Bantu students (Act No. 45 1959: 488, Ch1, s2I and s3I).  These institutions

were: the University College of Durban (for Indians); the University of Fort Hare (for Xhosa-

speaking people);20 the University College of the North (for the Basotho, vha-Vhenda and vha-

Tsonga); the University College of the Western Cape (for Coloureds); and the University College

of  Zululand  (for  the  Zulu-speaking  population).   Racialization  was  not  only  maintained  by

20 Although the University College of Fort Hare was named as such in 1955 when it was enacted to be affiliated with
Rhodes University, it was in 1959 that the administration of the university college was transferred to the state.
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legislating the profile of students who could attend, but also by prohibiting the admission of

White students through the Extension of University Education Act (1959: 496, Ch1, s17) and the

University College of Fort Hare Transfer, (1959: 1086, s.19).

When  the  racialization  of  education  is  intersected  with  analyses  of  the  social

categorization of individuals restricted to  Bantustans, an arguable underlying motive of Prime

Minister Henrik Verwoerd’s philosophy becomes clear: for students in the  Bantustans to find

fulfilment  in  earning  qualifications  geared  towards  managing  their  own land  and  resources,

without presenting a threat to White minority rule over the majority of the land  (Wolpe 1995:

278).  The racializing of space into Bantustans (homelands) is well-documented in sociological

analyses  that  demonstrate  how  these  territories  contributed  to  South  Africa’s  predominantly

White-controlled economy.  In particular, they show how reserves were used so that cheap Black

labour could be employed in the cities without the need to finance the costs of reproducing that

labour (eg:  Keegan 1983; Simkins 1981; Wolpe 1972).  Contrary to this argument, Verwoerd

(cited  in  Giliomee  2013:  46)  presented  the  logic  of  Bantu  education  as  “We  shall  have  to

negotiate  frequently  with  [blacks]  in  the  future  over  many  issues,  including  education  and

politics.  It would be better to negotiate with people who are well informed and educated”. 

The waves of Black resistance in the 1960s and 1970s, perhaps climaxing in terms of

student awareness with the 1976 Soweto Uprising, bear testament to the failure of Verwoerd’s

above expectation; the limited scope of education at HBUs, within a context of broader social

disadvantage, was hardly sufficient to satisfy students.  The upgrading of ‘university colleges’ to

‘universities’ was seen by many students as superficial.  Furthermore, the establishment of new

universities did not bring satisfaction either because these institutions – such as the University of

Durban-Westville (UDW), the University of the Western Cape (UWC), and the Universities of
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the North and Zululand – emerged within a context of state-led suppression of majority political

opposition.   Not  only  were  the  courses  and  programmes  offered  at  these  universities

“unambiguous[ly]” designed to restrict the economic development, social mobility and political

rights of their students, but they also defined the specific functions of the institutions in relation

to the Bantustan project (Wolpe 1995: 278).  HBUs were intended to produce graduates who

would meet the administrative needs of the project.  This also meant that types of qualifications

(diplomas  and  undergraduate  degrees)  and  access  to  fields  of  study  (such  as  education,

humanities, law and the liberal arts) were racially regulated.  Not only was this characteristic of

“a  stunted  development  path  for  black  communities”  that  had  the  effect  of  “placing  severe

restrictions on the access of black students to higher education” (Wolpe 1995: 283-284), but it, in

turn, racialized standards of living and work opportunities.  Indeed, the primary goal of HBU

design was to be an “employment reservoir” for the White-controlled economy (Habib 2001:

163), and to provide racially defined groups in demarcated areas with the skills necessary for

their role in the reproduction of apartheid (Wolpe 1995: 283).   

Examples of universities that were designed for this purpose included: the Universities of

Bophuthatswana (1979), the North (1959), Transkei (1977), Qwaqwa (1983), Venda (1983), and

Zululand  (1970).   While  the  framing  of  such  institutions  as  ‘universities’  as  opposed  to

‘university colleges’ was seemingly an attempt by the state to sell  the idea to the population

groups segregated into Bantustans as an opportunity of ethnic self-governance, it was very clear

that the kinds of skills one could acquire from an HBU were limited in scope.  The racial basis of

student admission, faculty appointment and course syllabi shared a symbiotic relationship with

the broader implementation of apartheid policy in terms of the racialized treatment of subjects.

This was reinforced in 1975 when the government announced that medical student admission
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would also be racialized with the establishment of the Medical University of Southern Africa

(MEDUNSA) as a ‘black’ medical school.  This ‘relieved’ the Natal Medical School of these

students who were hitherto permitted to enroll there (Butler et al. 1977: 120).  The combination

of individuals’ desires for post-secondary education, restrictions on movement across Bantustan

borders,  and the  ethnicization  of  Bantustans  provided  HBUs with  high  demands  for  student

enrolment.  For example, between 1960 and 1974, the University of Zululand witnessed a 23

percent increase in its student population (Butler et al. 1977: 115).  Similarly, Adam Habib (2001:

164)  comments  on  how  this  combination  contributed  to  a  “captive  student  market”  at  the

doorsteps of the University of the Transkei.  Moreover, as the only university in the Transkei

homeland, a “significant proportion” of students was from middle class families (Habib 2001:

164).  Notably, this meant that they had the financial resources to pursue higher education.  But

this was not the case for many poorer students.  With such disparities, the next section examines

the relationship of financial resources with race and class.

6.3. Financing ‘Bantu’ education: state and corporate sources

By the late 1970s, a political rationale coincided with a corporate rationale on the strategic

need for the formation of a Black middle class.  Dennis Etheridge (cited in Badat 1991: 75-76), a

former executive director of Anglo American, president of the Chamber of Mines, and head of the

South African Institute of Management frames it thus:

...the free  enterprise system...is  looked upon with great  suspicion and even hostility  by many

blacks [and] is in danger of rejection in favour of something socialist...the lack of blacks in top

positions within business corporations is a major problem since the latter becomes seen as linked

inexorably with the political system of apartheid.
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In  this  view,  the  upward  class  mobility  of  Black individuals  was  necessary  to  establish  this

racialized  class  as  a  bulwark  against  socialism.   Indeed,  with  one  eye  on  the  creation  of

intermediaries  between  capital  and  labour,  particularly  following  the  aftermath  of  the  1976

Soweto Uprising, and another on taming Black working class solidarity, corporate and political

actors began investing in Black higher education (Badat 1991: 75-77; Christie and Collins 1984:

160-183).   Thus,  the  racialized  nature  of  student  bursaries,  loans  and scholarships  to  HBUs

intersected with class.  An example of this appears in Table 1 where the racialized devolution of

state departments mirrored the racialization of state bursaries.  Table 1 shows that, in 1977, the

greatest  percentage of such bursaries was targeted towards ‘Africans’.   In the context  of the

Soweto Uprising just one year earlier, one cannot separate this disproportionate funding from the

political rationale of creating a Black middle class.  Of course, there is a clear tension between

such funding  opportunities  and students’ rejection  of  Bantu  Education  on  principles  of  non-

racialism, non-sexism and democracy (Wolpe and Unterhalter 1991: 1-15), since such funding

necessarily supported Bantu education as opposed to these principles.  The same may be said of

corporate funding.  For example,  British Petroleum, Mobil  Oil  and Shell  collectively offered

awards to students at the University Colleges of Fort Hare and the North (Lubbe 1971: 46-49).21

With limited  sources  of  financing for  post-secondary  education,  many  students  viewed such

funding as a means to use it against itself by gaining an education in the hope of advancing anti-

apartheid efforts.  Others who were socially positioned to benefit from the Bantustan formation

welcomed such funding as a means to continue their benefits from such positioning (Habib 2001:

163-164).  

21  These are the same companies that were permitted by successive apartheid governments to operate under “strict 
secrecy” in supplying oil to the apartheid regime (Agence France Presse-South African Press Association 1997).  Yet,
by not responding to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (1998: 18) invitation to participate in its hearing, 
they failed to account for their role in the regime.  
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At the level of financing infrastructure, Anglo American Corporation and the de Beers

Chairman’s Fund supported the construction of the Soweto Teachers’ Training College (1977)

and  the  Mangosuthu Technikon  (1979).   In  the  case  of  the  latter,  the  mining multinationals

provided R5 million, which was supplemented with additional financing from Mobil Oil, AECI, 

Table 1: Racialized breakdown of state bursaries to post-secondary institutions, 1977. 

Funder Race of Recipients No. of Recipients Amount Institution/Institution type

Department of Education and Training African 1596 R179,930 Teacher Training Colleges

Department of Education and Training African 2491 R1,017,000 Universities

Administration of Coloured Affairs Coloured 2936
R912,341

Teacher Training Colleges

Administration of Coloured Affairs Coloured 95 Universities

Department of Indian Affairs Indian 762 500 Teacher Training Colleges

Department of Indian Affairs Indian 398 500 Universities

Source:  South  African  Institute  of  Race  Relations.  (1978).  A Survey  of  Race  Relations  in  South  Africa,
Johannesburg: SAIRR, p.463.

the S.A. Sugar Millers’ Association, the Rembrandt and Distillers Corporation, LTA Limited and

Sasol  for  the construction of  the Schools of Chemical  Engineering,  Mechanical  Engineering,

Electrical  Engineering,  Civil  Engineering and Building,  and Business and Secretarial  Studies

(Mangosuthu University of Technology 2015).  In terms of the racialized support for student

bursaries and loans, Chrysler announced in its 1972 budget that it would provide 25 scholarships

for Black South African students (cited in the South African Institute of Race Relations 1972:

229).   While  it  may  be  argued  that  these  were  investments  in  the  education  of  oppressed

populations,  it  could  also  be  argued,  perhaps  more  strongly,  that  these  financial  channels

supported laws that perpetuated racialized post-secondary institutions.
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While  the  racial  composition  of  universities  initially  meant  that  such  funding  was

generally  university  based,  the  gradual  enrolment  of  Black students  at  HWUs by the  1980s

shifted the focus of this funding from institutions to individuals.  For example, from December

1985, the Department of Education and Culture informed the principals at HWUs that Black

students would not require ministerial consent to register for programmes in medicine, dentistry,

pharmacy, nursing, paramedical courses, optometry, surveying, agriculture, or veterinary science

(SAIRR 1986:  465).   In  order  for  corporate  and state  capital  to  be targeted  at  Black higher

education  in  this  racially  transforming  context,  it  inevitably  relied  on  the  identification  of

students  by  racial  group  (as  opposed  to  universities  by  racial  status).   Such  changing

compositions were notable at UCT and Stellenbosch University, both of which received corporate

support for infrastructure targeted specifically at the development of Black students (Badat 1991:

78).   While this  was substantiated on the grounds of identifying those who were historically

disadvantaged, it legitimized a continued dependence on racial categorization.  

The  transition  to  ANC rule  dramatically  altered  students’ abilities  to  pay  fees  across

higher education institutions in the country.  In the former Bantustans, this was largely because

the dissolving of their borders allowed for the unregulated flow of South Africans throughout the

country.  One consequence of this was that a growing number of students who were previously

confined to  limited  higher  education  through HBUs set  their  sights  on the  more  marketable

quality of education at HWUs.  With the influx mostly comprised of “middle class” migrants,

HBUs  consequently  serviced  the  poorest  strata  (such  as  poverty-stricken,  academically

disadvantaged)  of  ethnically-sorted  students  seeking  university  education  (Habib  2001:  165).

While  comparatively  higher  university  fees  at  HWUs  presented  stumbling  blocks  to  many

migrants, fee schedules at HBUs, although lower, were also taxing for those students who did not
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migrate.  Institutionally, HWUs were as determined to demonstrate their commitment to social

transformation as HBUs were to drawing the state’s attention to their lack of resources and need

for financial injections.  As a result, generous state bursaries were made available to a minority of

Black students at HWUs, and many HBUs received state subsidies so that they could compete

with their comparably resource-rich counterparts.  With race and class at the centre of student

access  to  financial  resources,  the political  collapse  of  apartheid presented the ANC with the

opportunity to transcend institutionalized forms of racial classification.  While the ANC rejected

the legislated differences that such classification historically promoted, the party embraced the

classifications as a tool to identify changing racial compositions in different contexts.  As the next

section shows, this reliance on historical racial categories reproduces many racialized and class-

based social experiences at higher education institutions.  

6.4. Categories of social transformation in higher education since 1994

Assessments of social transformation in South Africa are informed by a sense of an unjust

past in which the state imposed racial classifications on South Africans.  Studies that report on

universities’ demographic profiles commonly rely on racial classifications that are self-reported,

typically when a student registers at an institution.  But the extent to which self-reporting can be

separated from internalized acceptance of a racial category is analytically unclear.  Regardless,

not only does the internalization enable assumptions of racialized values of entitlement (whether

as  direct  inheritance or  in  reaction to  historical  trends),  but  encourages  vigilance  by racially

classified  individuals  over  racial  differences.   The  confining  nature  of  racial  categories  also

questions the simplistic identification of South Africans into four main categories as if to grant

continued  recognition  of  the  Immorality  Act  (1957:  285-286,  s16)  that  forbade  inter-racial

procreation.   This  shows  how  profoundly  racial  integration  relies  on  maintaining  racial
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classifications as measures of social transformation.  Therefore, the ANC’s argument that reliance

on  race  statistics  is  not  racially  charged  but  required  to  track  the  extent  of  social  change,

questions the contribution of racial classifications to social practices of racial integration.  

Institutional efforts towards social transformation in South Africa’s student population are

plagued by the application of historical categories of social classification.  For example, in March

2008,  Minister  of  Education,  Naledi  Pandor,  appointed  the  Ministerial  Committee  on

Transformation and Social Cohesion and Elimination of Discrimination in Public Education.  It

was headed by Crain Soudien,  who was given the mandate to  “investigate  discrimination in

public higher education institutions, with a particular focus on racism and to make appropriate

recommendations  to  combat  discrimination  and  to  promote  social  cohesion”  (Government

Gazette 36356 2013: 4).  Although the background to the formation of the committee dates back

to the 1997 White Paper on ‘A Programme for the Transformation of Higher Education’, it seems

that the process was expedited because of events at the University of the Free State in the same

year  as  the  Committee’s  appointment  that  saw  the  racial  abuse  of  cleaners  by  a  group  of

Afrikaner  students.   Although  the  above  mentioned  White  Paper  requires  that  “all  existing

practices, institutions and values are viewed anew and rethought in terms of their fitness for the

new era”  (General  Notice  1196  1997:  3),  the  Soudien  Report  relies  on  a  racial  and  gender

composition  of  headcount  enrolment  at  universities  in  which  it  identifies  African,  Indian,

Coloured and White students (Soudien  et al. 2008: 123).  This offers an interpretation of the

theoretical framework advanced in this dissertation regarding the ways in which the articulation

of  capitalism  and  the  social  categories  of  apartheid  policy  are  not  only  historically,  but

contemporarily,  contingent.   Indeed,  in  light  of  the  Report’s  mandate,  it  is  ironic,  and

unsurprising,  that it  concludes  that  “structural  [racialized] discrimination” is  one of the main
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forms of discrimination experienced by African and Coloured students in particular (Soudien et

al. 2008: 116) since the Report relies on the very same categories in its analysis.    

Similarly, the Department of Higher Education and Training (DoHET) (2014a) published

a statistical report in which it demonstrates an intentional and comprehensive effort to monitor

and track the progress of students by gendered and racial membership (see Table 2).  The study

does not clarify if this membership is based on institutional classification or individuals’ self-

identification.  The racial data reported in Table 2, both support and question the government’s

efforts towards social transformation.  Indicative of students’ greater perceived value attached to

education through HWUs is the widespread lack of social transformation at HBUs, since social

transformation seems to be institutionally one-directional (movement of students from HBUs to

HWUs).  This is significant because, by the DoHET’s own findings, this suggests that student

enrolment at HBUs cannot be separated from racialized outcomes.  When this is coupled with the

point above in Section 2 pertaining to class dynamics at universities in the former Bantustans, it

can be argued that student populations at HBUs, in particular, represent an intersection of race

and  class.   Interestingly,  those  students  who  do  not  fit  the  rubric  of  African,  Coloured,

Indian/Asian or White are systematically excluded from the study.  In fact, the data extracted for

Table 2 originally included the footnote: “Seeing that students coded as “race unknown” are not

included in the table, African + Coloured + Indian/Asian + White may, therefore, not = the total

columns” (DoHET 2014: 9).  This assumes that students who do not conform to one of the above

four racial groups are automatically “unknown” even if none of the categories corresponds with

one’s  race.   Not  only  is  this  explicit  exclusion  a  severe  form of  othering,  especially  when

considering that such data are used to inform policy decisions, but it questions the extent to which

social inclusion is a practical part of social transformation in higher education.  
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Table 2: Gendered and racialized headcount enrolment (%) of contact students in public higher education institutions in 2012 (rounded off to two
decimal places)  

African Coloured Indian/
Asian

White Female Male Historical status

Cape Peninsula University of Technology 56.01 28.89 1.17 13.92 53.82 46.18

Central University of Technology 86.1 3.27 0.32 10.32 47.24 52.76

Durban University of Technology 79.62 1.52 15.09 3.64 48.84 51.16

Mangosuthu University of Technology 99.76 0.11 0.09 0.04 51.08 48.92

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 58.15 14.52 1.44 25.88 52.17 47.83 Merger of Port Elizabeth Technikon, and the University of Port Elizabeth (HWU)

University of the North West 48.53 3.23 1.16 47.07 59.8 40.2 Merger of Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education and the University of 
Bophuthatswana (HBU - African)

Rhodes University 52.43 3.84 3.91 39.82 58.23 41.77 HWU (Whites)

Tshwane University of Technology 92.14 0.66 0.41 6.79 51.54 48.46 Technikon Northern Gauteng, Technikon North-West and Technikon Pretoria

University of Cape Town 27.35 13.73 7.06 34.75 52.16 47.84 HWU (Whites)

University of Fort Hare 94.99 1.83 0.45 2.74 57.65 42.35 HBU (Africans)

University of Johannesburg 78.72 3.02 4.44 13.82 54.19 45.81 Merger of  Rand Afrikaans University, the Technikon Witwatersrand and Vista University

University of KwaZulu-Natal 60.61 2.41 28.49 8.16 56.43 43.57 Merger of the University of Natal (HWU) and the University of Durban-Westville (HBU - Indian)

University of Limpopo 97.92 0.16 0.67 1.24 54.13 45.87 Merger of  University of the North (HBU - African) and MEDUNSA (HBU - African)

University of Pretoria 40.66 2.14 4.67 52.53 54.73 45.27 HWU (Whites)

University of South Africa22 71.25 5.21 6.89 16.46 62.54 37.46

University of Stellenbosch 14.64 15.46 2.08 67.82 50.74 49.26 HWU (Whites)

University of the Free State 62.18 4.89 1.17 31.77 59.26 40.74 HWU (Whites)

University of Venda 99.85 0.03 0.07 0.05 54.18 45.82 HBU (Africans)

University of the Western Cape 41.51 46.28 5.33 4.72 60.02 39.98 HBU (Coloureds)

University of the Witwatersrand 57.49 3.56 13.49 25.45 54.3 45.7 HWU (Whites)

University of Zululand 99.32 0.09 0.3 0.27 64.65 35.35 HBU (African)

Vaal University of Technology 95.56 1.46 0.35 2.63 45.51 54.49

Walter Sisulu University 99.31 0.15 0.33 0.21 55.69 44.31 Border Technikon, Eastern Cape Technikon and the University of Transkei (HBU - African)

Source: adapted from Department of Higher Education and Training (DoHET).  (2014b).  ‘Statistics on Post-School Education
and Training in South Africa 2012’, available at http://www.dhet.gov.za/DHET%20Statistics%20Publication/Statistics%20on%20Post-School%20Education
%20and%20Training%20in%20South%20Africa%202012.pdf, p. 9 (accessed on May 7, 2015).

22  Because UNISA has a total of 13 contact students, statistics for its distance students were used instead to present a more comparable percentage.
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So ubiquitous is  the relationship between racial  categorization and social  transformation at  a

government  policy  level,  that  the  uncritical  attraction  of  its  discourse  extends  into  certain

academic circles.  Malegapuru Makgoba, vice-chancellor of the University of KwaZulu-Natal

(UKZN) and chairperson of the Ministerial Oversight Committee on Transformation, together

with Kesh Govinder,  the Dean of Mathematics,  Statistics and Computer Science at  the same

university, co-authored an article that presents a measure of social transformation in South Africa.

They rely on race statistics from the 2011 census to develop an equity index which they apply to

the demographic profile of staff and students at South Africa’s 23 public universities (See Table

3).   Despite  the  socially  problematic  and  confining  rubric  of  racial  categories  as  a  general

concept, the “unambiguously” designed equity index relies on the categories of Black African,

Coloured, Indian, White and Foreign (Govinder and Makgoba 2013).  

By using the index to predict the number of years it would take universities to meet the

defined state of transformation, a rating of 0 to 5.3 indicates that transformation has taken place,

while a rating of 145.7 indicates the worst case.  In terms of racial enrolment, the University of

Stellenbosch ranked lowest (93.1) while the Central University of Technology, fared best (7.9).

By contrast  to the demographic basis  of the study, the Soudien-led predecessor reported that

demographic profiling is only a surface-level aspect of transformation because one’s capacity to

thrive at a university stretches from details of living conditions and resources, to access to the

language  of  instruction,  education  background  and general  treatment  by  the  university  upon

commencement of studies (Soudien et al. 2008).  

Despite this, Govinder and Makgoba (2013) are of the view that university demographics

should mirror national demographics as closely as possible.  Due to the logic of the study, the

“overly” multi-racialist UWC scores poorly because its representation of demographic 
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Table 3: Pace of students’ transformation at Higher Education Institutions (2007 and 2011)

Institution Name Enrolment EI
2007

Enrolment EI
2011

Years to
Transform

Graduate EI
2007

Graduate EI
2011

Years to
Transform

Cape Peninsula University of Technology 43.6 42.6 170 48 49.5 -132

Central University of Technology 11.5 7.8 8 15.2 9.5 7

Durban University of Technology 19.1 16.6 27 22 20.8 69

Mangosuthu University of Technology 24.1 21.8 38 24.3 22.3 45

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 26.4 30.4 -30 42.3 38.9 46

University of the North West 38.1 37.5 250 42.3 41.2 150

Rhodes University 67.8 58.1 24 85.2 62.8 11

Tshwane University of Technology 11.1 12.6 -34 13.5 13.1 131

University of Cape Town 71.5 66.1 49 82.8 76.7 50

University of Fort Hare 14.8 20 -15 23.7 22.5 75

University of Johannesburg 24.3 14.2 6 35 24.9 10

University of KwaZulu-Natal 43 36.8 24 55 41.6 12

University of Limpopo 21.3 20.6 118 22.1 21.7 217

University of Pretoria 53.2 49.6 55 61.8 54.5 30

University of South Africa 28.6 25.7 35 45 38 22

University of Stellenbosch 95.5 95.7 -1914 97.9 96.2 226

University of the Free State 44.1 33.6 13 61.8 57.4 52

University of Venda 24.4 22.7 53 23.8 24.1 -321

University of the Western Cape 65 63.8 213 70.8 64.8 43

University of the Witwatersrand 45.4 37.9 20 54.4 45.8 21

University of Zululand 27.6 30.1 -48 29.9 31.5 -79

Vaal University of Technology 16.8 16 80 14.3 16.5 -30

Walter Sisulu University 25.5 23.3 42 30.2 25 19

Source: Parliamentary Monitoring Group.  (2013).  ‘Extract of the Parliamentary Monitoring Group's Minutes 
on the Equity Index in South African Universities: briefing by Deputy Minister of Higher Education and 
Training and the Transformation Oversight Committee to the Portfolio Committee on Higher Education’, 
available at http://www.politicsweb.co.za/documents/how-our-equity-index-can-be-used-to-track-universi 
(accessed on February 2, 2015)
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transformation,  relative to national  statistics  is  excessive (Jenvey 2013).   If  the demographic

profile of graduates is maintained, the University of  Stellenbosch (predominantly White) will

take  226  years  to  match  national  demographics  while  the  Central  University  of  Technology

(predominantly Black) will require just seven years (Makholwa 2014; Parliamentary Monitoring

Group 2013).   In  terms  of  racial  enrolment,  the  University  of  Johannesburg  (predominantly

Black) requires six more years to score within the stipulated range of transformation, while the

University of the North West requires 250 years to achieve the same goal.  The Cape Peninsula

University of Technology, the Vaal University of Technology and the Universities of Venda, and

Zululand all scored negatively, indicating that they are heading in an opposite direction to the one

of desired transformation.  

It  should  not  be  forgotten  that  by  virtue  of  failing  to  contextualize  the  historically

racialized status applied to universities such as the Universities of Venda or Zululand, the study

overlooks that lower admission requirements at such institutions are particularly favourable to

students whose university entry grades are low due to a combination of potential factors.  For

example,  one respondent,  who completed  high  school  at  a  “100% black”  institution  in  rural

KwaZulu-Natal, complained that teachers were not always present and that “we sometimes had to

study without textbooks because we are poor” (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013a).

Despite such trying circumstances, the individual was successful in a loan application with a

commercial  bank,  and  embarked  on  a  Bachelor  of  Commerce  (Accounting)  Degree  at  the

University of Zululand.  As shown in Table 4, the comparative entry requirements for a Bachelor

of Commerce (Accounting) Degree between the University of Zululand and the University of the

Witwatersrand are such that it is significantly easier to meet the requirements of the former.  In

the contexts of statistics such as the 99.32% ‘African’ enrolment at the University of Zululand

(Table  2),  and  of  students  coming  from  (historically)  racialized  high  schools,  such  as  the
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respondent, a reproduction of comparatively low institutional entry requirements becomes linked

to racialized and class-based experiences with higher education.  When this is combined with the

social consequences of credit scoring (Chapters 4 and 5), it underscores experiences of social

disadvantage.  The next section examines this more closely with respect to the role of race in

student loan applications.

Table 4: Comparative BCom (Accounting) Degree requirements between the University of
Zululand and the University of the Witwatersrand (2016)

BCom (Accounting) requirements University of Zululand University of the Witwatersrand

Average Point Score 28 42

English Level 4 (50-59%) Level 5 + (at least 60-69%) 

Mathematics Level 4 (50-59%) Level 5 + (at least 60-69%)

Sources: University of Zululand (2015). ‘Faculty of Commerce, Administration and Law: handbook’, available
at  http://www.unizulu.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/2015_FCAL_Handbook_final.pdf  (accessed  on
December 2, 2015); University of the Witwatersrand.  (2015). ‘NSC Admission Requirements’, available at
https://www.wits.ac.za/undergraduate/entry-requirements/admission-requirements-nsc/ (accessed on December
2, 2015).

6.5. Racial categories of students in credit and other loan applications

Zuma’s announcement on October 23, 2015 that there would be no fee increases in 2016

was informed by a meeting with university vice-chancellors, chairpersons of university councils,

presidents of student councils and representatives of student organizations.  One of the topics

requiring further discussion, Zuma announced by quoting students from the meeting, was “black

debt” (also referred to by some as “black tax”) in reference to the  cultural costs of financially

supporting  extended  families  (eNews  Channel  Africa  2015;  Ratlebjane  2015).   Building  on

Sections 2 and 3 above that show how the post-secondary student experience was racialized until

1994, institutions that have offered loans since then are quick to dismiss claims that they racially

discriminate in student assessments.  Despite this, many student organizations that took to the

streets  in  protest  in  the  build  up  to  Zuma’s  announcement  attached  an  undertone  of
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institutionalized  racism  to  the  indebtedness  experienced  by  students  (Dougan  et  al. 2015;

Ratlebjane 2015).  One aspect of the protests was an expression of frustration towards loan and

bursary institutions such as the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) that allegedly

failed to deliver on promises of student funding (Dougan et al. 2015; Nkosi 2015d).   By drawing

on open-ended interviews with students,  this  section provides some detail  on how the social

consequences of social sorting and surveillance serve institutions more than students, and the

ways in which these manifest in the racialization of indebtedness witnessed by many students.

One piece of information that  the financial  institutions  listed in  Table 5 require  from

applicants  of  student  loans  is  an  identity  number.   With  respect  to  the  online  application

processes,  these  numbers,  once  provided,  are  algorithmically  verified  and  matched  against

databases of identity numbers.  For example, if one incorrectly enters an identity number, while

maintaining the format of the sequence, an error message informs the consumer of the invalid

entry.   Not  only does  this  confirm a presence of  automation,  but  the generation of  an error

message shows that a database of state-issued identity is accessed by the financial sector in order

for user-end entries to be matched against those on file.  The implicit ambiguity in this example

of how personal information is commercial information not only blurs ‘private’ and ‘public’, but

renders individuals visible to companies whose practices are arguably less than visible. 

As shown in Table 5, financial institutions in South Africa that request racial information

from  applicants  of  student  loans  provide  categories  into  which  one  must  conform.   It  is

immediately evident that there are inconsistencies in uses of the categories African and Black and

Asian and Indian,  which raise  practical  questions  such as  how these are  consolidated  in  the

reports  that  they  are  supposedly  intended  for.   For  example,  in  the  compilation  of  national

statistics, is the NSFAS’ category of African combined with Eduloan’s Black?  And what of the

categories Indian and Asian?  It is not clear if these are used synonymously or if they are intended
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as different categories.   To complicate matters,  the NSFAS’ online application form provides

different racial  categories from those available for selection in its  hardcopy application form.

While other institutions provide either ‘Indian’ or ‘Asian’, the NSFAS’ hardcopy offers applicants

both categories.  The assumption that ‘Asian’ and ‘Indian’ are racially distinct not only overlooks

the basic geographic observation that India is part of Asia, but asks applicants to conform to

stereotypical  classifications  of  what  these  categories  imply.   Furthermore,  not  only  do  these

categories  conflate  socio-cultural  experiences  with historical forms of state  classification,  but

they  provide  limits  on  the  ways  in  which  individuals  can  identify  (despite  the  ‘othering’

implications of the classification ‘Other’, this is not provided by all creditors as a category).  

Table  5:  Racial  categories  required   by  credit  institutions  in  assessing  South  African
students’ applications for loans

Institution Race categories Credit Bureau

NSFAS (online) African, Coloured, Indian, Other, 
White

Transunion (not for credit 
assessments, only for blacklisting)

NSFAS (hardcopy) African, Asian, Coloured, Indian, 
Other, White

Transunion (not for credit 
assessments, only for blacklisting)

Eduloan Asian, Black, Coloured, White Transunion

First National Bank Asian, Black, Coloured, White Unknown to the end-user

Standard Bank No race Unknown to the end-user

Capitec No race Unknown to the end-user

Absa Unknown Unknown to the end-user

Nedbank Unknown Unknown to the end-user

Sources: Capitec.  2015.  ‘Apply Online’, available at https://www.capitecbank.co.za/global-one/credit/apply-
submit (accessed on June 1, 2015); Eduloan. (2014).  ‘Loan Application Form’, Hardcopy handout; First 
National Bank.  (2015). ‘Sales’, available at https://www.online.fnb.co.za/Sales/ (requires login) (accessed on 
December 1, 2015); National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS).  (2013).  'Loan Agreement Form', 
Hardcopy handout, NSFAS. (2015a).  'Applications', available at 
http://www.nsfas.org.za/NSFAS/STUDENTS/APPLY (accessed on July 16, 2015), Standard Bank.  (2015a).  
‘Your Future Awaits...Apply for a Student Loan’, available at http://youth-
applications.standardbank.co.za/mystudentloan/  (accessed on January 2, 2016).
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6.5.1 Eduloan

Eduloan (2015a) has operated in South Africa since 1996 and claims to have awarded

more than 750 000 student loans in excess of R4 billion.  It is one of the private organizations

that extends funds to students based on their credit scores.  Eduloan uses credit scoring to make

lending decisions, and promises students that it “will not discriminate on any basis against any

applicant”,  yet  is  committed  to  “positive  socio-economic  transformation”  (Eduloan  2015b).

However, fulfilling such a commitment with the passivity of non-discrimination attached to credit

assessment  does  not  directly  address  the  aforementioned  transformation.   Despite  this,  the

application form from August 2011 to October 2014 required students to identify themselves into

various social categories; these included categories of general income, as well  as of personal

information  such  as  race,  gender  and  marital  status.   Justification  for  racial  information  is

stipulated in parenthesis as a “Legal Requirement” (Eduloan 2011).  After a number of emails to

Eduloan requesting clarity on the need for applicants to identify themselves racially, as well as

for information on the law and precise section of the Act that stipulates such information as

necessary, I was informed by a legal officer from the company via email as follows:

Please be informed that we do not take race into consideration when assessing an application.
Whatever  race  the  applicant  may  fall  into  has  no  bearing  on  whether  the  applicant’s  loan
application will be successful or not.  Race in the context of the application form is asked for
statistical as well as data collection purposes. It also helps us understand who our clients are, so
that we can develop better services and products for our core clients or customers.  We are in a
competitive environment and we need to keep abreast of what is happening in our industry, one of
the ways we can do this is by understanding what our clients’ needs are. In rendering services we
need to ensure that we are compliant with the applicable laws of the Republic of South Africa.
(Eduloan Officer, Email Communication 2013).

This raises three main issues.  Firstly, the legal officer’s distancing from racial consideration in

application assessments suggests a passive interaction with the concept of social transformation

as legally defined.  Secondly, the officer conceded that while race is apparently not used in the

assessment of students, it is a marker of one’s identity, social context and experience.  The claim

that race “has no bearing” on one’s application starkly contrasts with the admission that it is used
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in the development of services and products to meet the racially-defined needs of clients.  This

raises  inconsistencies  in  the racial  value of students to  the application process.   Thirdly,  the

justification for race-based categorization is that it is a legal requirement.  Despite (or perhaps as

a result of) my prodding, subsequent emails about these issues failed to elicit responses from

Eduloan.  While my question about the relevance of race to the assessment of students at least

received a direct (albeit questionable) response, no indication was offered of specific legislation

that justifies the use of race as a social category.  The critical questions that I asked of Eduloan’s

practices with respect to this must be seen in light of the company’s subsequent updating of its

application  form  in  November  2014  by  replacing  the  wording  “Legal  Requirement”  with

“Research and Reporting on Statistics”, as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2 (Eduloan 2014).  This

subtle modification alters the justification of requiring race-based information from it being an

alleged  legal  obligation  to  disclose  personal  information,  to  a  non-obligatory  choice  to

participate.  

The lack of consistency in the collection of personal information, the reasons for doing so,

and the misalignment of such information with the policy of social transformation, questions the

role of student financing through Eduloan, and mirrors the tension of national priorities between

affirmative action and non-discrimination.  It also speaks to the panoptic sort of credit scoring

(Chapter 5) which sees information provided to employees on a need-to-know basis.  Despite my

explicit  request  to  be  directed  to  South  African  legislation  that  substantiated  Eduloan’s

justification for ‘racial registration’ the legal officer was unable (or chose not) to do so.  

One student, a Zimbabwean, disclosed to me that he was successful in his application for

funding through Eduloan (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013b).  His application was

previously rejected due to his nationality, but he was successful on his second attempt.  Because

such loans are intended for South African citizens, he provided a false (but real) identity number
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to the institution, which was accepted in his application.  This example of informed and creative

resistance situates student loans in a broader context of who is classified as African and/or Black.

It also bears testament to how personal information is exchanged as a market good, in ways that

distance it from being inherent identifiers of individuals.  This respondent believes that Eduloan

practices a form of racial discrimination whereby “blacks want to give money to blacks, Indians

want to give money to Indians” (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013b).   He believes

that his application was processed “by another makwerekwere”23 because, he told me, a close look

at the other information that he provided would have revealed that he is indeed not South African.

Figure 1: First section of Eduloan’s application form used from August 2011 to October
2014.

Source: Extracted from Eduloan.  (2011).  ‘Loan Application Form’, original in hard copy.

Figure 2: First section of Eduloan’s application form used from November 2014 to October
2015

Source: Extracted from Eduloan.  (2014).  ‘Loan Application Form’, available at 
http://www.eduloan.co.za/media/shared/pdf/Eduloan%20LOAN%20App%20Form.pdf (accessed on November
15, 2014).

23  South African slang for ‘foreigner’, predominantly used in reference to those from other parts of Africa.
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6.5.2 NSFAS

The NSFAS was established under the National Student Financial Aid Scheme Act (1999)

(Government Gazette 20652 1999: 5) to “redress past discrimination and ensure representivity

and equal access; respond to human resource development needs of the nation; and establish an

expanded national student financial aid scheme that is affordable and sustainable”.  Loans are

typically extended to students at zero percent interest until 12 months after the student exits a

Public Higher Education Institution, at which point the interest charged is 80 percent of the repo

rate (NSFAS 2015b).24

The  NSFAS  is  the  dominant  source  of  financing  for  students  at  higher  education

institutions.   From a  sample  of  9,500 incoming first  year  students,  5,500 indicated financial

neediness, while the NSFAS only provides yearly funding to 1,200 of these students (UKZN

2015a).   On either  end of  successful  recipients  of  such loans  are  groups  that  are  excluded:

students from historically advantaged social groups ‘over’ qualify for the NSFAS, while there are

socially disadvantaged students who ‘under’ qualify due to their inability to finance expenses that

the NSFAS does not cover. Such individuals’ inability to access state loans often drives them to

commercial banks or other private institutions (such as Eduloan) that rely on credit scoring to

determine the credit risk of prospective student applicants.  With commercial banks in particular,

the loans are extended at higher interest rates and with more stringent repayment schedules than

those available through the NSFAS.  

All  respondents identified a racial  structure of preference in terms of those who have

access to NSFAS loans with White students “least likely”, Black students “most likely”, and the

success of other racial groups based solely on an assessment of financial need.  In the words of a

NSFAS-holder (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013c), “I have an NSFAS loan...I think

24  The repo rate refers to the rate at which a central bank lends money to commercial banks.  This must not be
confused with the prime rate, which is the rate at which commercial banks lend money to consumers.
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because I am Black.  They [NSFAS] rely on stereotypes.  I’ve never seen a white person at the

NSFAS office. I don’t know if that’s because they never apply or if they are rejected”.  The

decision of rejection resonates with one student who identified as ‘white’,

I do not have a chance of getting a loan through the university.  How do I put this ethically...I am

not of the correct background, skin colour or cultural group in order to be considered for the loan.

I’m not considered disadvantaged; BEE [Black Economic Empowerment] is a stupid system that

doesn’t actually work to benefit anyone. (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013d)

Despite the alleged assumption of why she was unable to gain access to a NSFAS loan, this

respondent’s  financial  need  resulted  in  her  approaching  commercial  banks  in  search  of  the

necessary student loan.

Although  the  NSFAS  (2013)  does  not  rely  on  credit  scoring  in  assessing  loans  for

students, it does blacklist, with the Transunion credit bureau, individuals who fail to meet loan

conditions.  It is not clear what information is provided to the credit bureau upon student default,

but  it  can  be  ascertained  that  at  least  part  of  the  NSFAS’ repository  of  personal  consumer

information  (including  financial  data,  mental  disability,  gender,  marital  status  and  race)  is

provided to Transunion.  The extent of student debt is also unclear because of the difficulties of

the NSFAS scheme in recovering debt from students.  In 2012-2013, it disbursed more than R23

billion,  but  by the  end of  the previous  year,  only  recovered  R3.8 billion  since the scheme’s

inception (DoHET 2014: 154, 181).

Other  issues  that  plague  the  NSFAS pertain  to  instances  where  a  number  of  funded

recipients  have accused the aid scheme of  failing to  honour their  promise  of  paying fees  to

universities.   The  result  of  this  is  that,  although  many  students  have  fulfilled  their  Degree

requirements,  universities  are  issuing  them  with  letters  of  indebtedness  instead  of  Degree

certificates.  For example, at the University of Venda (an HBU), recent law graduates fear that

this stalemate will prevent them from doing their articles and going on to find employment in
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their  chosen professions (Nkosi  2015d).   When considering the DoHET’s statistic  that  99.93

percent of on-campus students at the University of Venda were ‘African’ in 2011, it seems that if

access to the NSFAS is indeed racialized, the contribution of the NSFAS to student debt and

unemployment reproduces a racial formation. 

6.5.3 Commercial banks

South African banks do not process applications for student loans unless the applicant

consents to identity and fraud prevention, background checks and credit checks (eg: Standard

Bank 2015a; First National Bank 2015).  Furthermore, Standard Bank does not proceed with the

application process if  the applicant  is  insolvent,  or applying for/under  debt  review (Standard

Bank 2015a).  

Statistics on student debt that accumulate from bank loans are not available because most

student  loans  are  in  the  names  of  parents,  guardians  or  other  sponsors  who serve  as  surety.

Because  these  loans  are  recorded  as  “credit  facilities”  and  “other  loans”,  the  proportion  of

student-specific loans is difficult to ascertain (National Credit Regulator cited in Donnelly 2012).

Despite this, Arrie Rautenbach, the CEO of Absa’s retail banking, estimates that the average size

of  a  student  loan with the bank is  R49,500 and takes  between six and eight  years  to  repay

(Rautenbach cited in Donnelly 2012).  When considering that the average fee for one year of full-

time  study  in  any  of,  for  example,  UKZN’s  (2015b:  13-17)  74  undergraduate  degrees  is

R37,709.46, it becomes clear that bank-funded loans for four years of study are only fully repaid

after approximately 20 years.  With such a repayment timeline, the reality of a student’s view that

“student loans are like bonds” is put in context (Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013e).

Interview data reveal that the academic qualification – the degree – towards which one

studies  cannot  be  separated  from  a  credit  score,  and  that  automated  credit  assessments
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decontextualize circumstance.  As described in Chapter 5, a credit analyst confirmed that there

are a number of ways in which an applicant is assessed on the ability to repay a loan.  One such

method,  confirms  Sugendhree  Reddy  (cited  in  Donnelly  2012),  head  of  personal  markets  at

Standard  Bank,  is  the  likelihood  of  the  Degree  adequately  positioning  the  student  for  post-

graduation employment that correlates with the qualification.  An example of this was provided

by a student who described changes in her loan conditions upon transferring from a Bachelor of

Arts Degree to Medicine: “It was clear that there is a perception that a medical student has a

greater ability to pay back a loan; that’s why my credit score improved when I changed Degrees”

(Student Loan Holder, Personal Interview 2013d).  However, her brother who also intended to

enroll in medical school was not granted a loan.  “His Matric25 results were bad.  But he’s really

smart.  Someone could fail high school because of poor teachers.  The [credit] system would not

know this and would punish the student instead of laying the blame on the education system”.  

Another respondent was denied a loan by First National Bank, the institution that she

ordinarily  banks  with.   This  denial  saw  her  turn  to  Standard  Bank,  which  approved  her

application.   Curiously,  online loan applications with these financial  institutions differ on the

significance of race in that the former lists it as a requirement, while the latter excludes it entirely.

This inconsistency raises doubts about racial classification both as a legal requirement (as with

Eduloan discussed above), and as a commercially informed credit assessing requirement. 

To seemingly obfuscate such concerns, financial institutions claim that various aspects of

personal information are not included in the assessment of individual applicants.  However, the

terms and conditions of many loan agreements, such as those of Standard Bank (2015b), inform

the applicant that “By entering into this Agreement you acknowledge and agree that...we may

provide...information  to  any  credit  bureaux...[including]  details  provided  by  you  in  your

25  This is the abbreviated form of the word ‘Matriculation’ which refers to university-entry examinations.
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application for credit and this Agreement”.  This therefore cannot discount the ways in which

credit  bureaus  construct  fuller  market  identities  about  individuals  or  the  ways  in  which  any

number of variables contribute to the assessment of individuals.  

6.6. Conclusion

This  chapter  demonstrated  that  the  social  consequences  of  credit  scoring  cannot  be

separated from the ways in which historical categories of class and race, in particular, continue to

influence social structures in South African higher education.  These historical categories were

not only the primary veins through which social disadvantage was experienced under apartheid,

not  least  at  HBUs  and  HWUs,  but  have  continued  to  shape  students’ experiences  at  higher

education institutions since 1994.  This temporal connection between past and present is, in fact,

an extension of what Wolpe argued was the ideological reproduction of social disadvantage that

is, in part, generated by the ways in which students at higher education institutions are socially

sorted such that their different social experiences are deeply connected to their classifications.

More specifically, the chapter invokes the concept of apartheid as a social condition.  Despite

rhetoric of social  transformation,  the nature of the ways in which access to  student  credit  is

designed contributes to an historical reproduction of social disadvantage for many students who

already come from marginalized backgrounds.

Against this backdrop, what is the implication of a 2012 report from the DoHET which

concludes that it would be feasible to implement a free university education system for, at the

least, “poor” South Africans?  In this context, “poor” refers to students who qualify for NSFAS

loans and whose household income is less than R122,000 per year.  The report, led by Derrick

Swartz,  was only released in  October  2015 following a  Promotion  of  Access  to  Information

request by the advocacy organization amandle.mobi.   Not only does this  finding confirm the

feasibility  of  the  demands  of  tens  of  thousands  of  student  protesters  in  2015,  but  radically

122



questions South Africa’s free-market approach to fees at higher education institutions.  Koketso

Moeti,  the executive director of amandle.mobi,  points out that by delaying the release of the

report, Minister Blade Nzimande “has, for the past three years, allowed black people to continue

to be financially excluded from universities” (Nkosi 2015e).  When considered alongside the

messages of protesters who marched to the Union Building, with posters such as ‘EDUCATION

is NOT just 4 the ELITE #f**kclassism’ it is apparent that race and class are tied in a mutually

constitutive relationship (Nkosi 2015e; Wolpe 1988).  Therefore, the possibility of free education

would not only validate its access as a right as opposed to a privilege, but would alleviate the

contribution of credit scoring to the social disadvantage experienced by students.  
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Chapter 7

Credit-scored Mortgages and Social Disadvantage

7.1 Introduction

Gladys  and  her  husband,  Innocent,  used  to  rent  a  flat  in  Khayelitsha,  Cape  Town.

However, when Innocent was laid off from his job as a shoe salesman, the couple, with their four

children, relocated to the Makhaza informal settlement in the same city.  They make a concerted

effort to contribute to their savings account every month, with Innocent now working 12-15 hour

days as a vendor outside the Makhaza Shopping Centre.  Since living in Makhaza, they have

twice applied for home loans from banks but have been denied on the grounds of inadequate

gross income, and, ironically, the high risk proximity of the flat they wish to buy to the squatter

camp that they temporarily call home.  Despite their daily hardships, one improvement to their

circumstances, argues the City of Cape Town, is that the ratio of one toilet to five households

(regardless  of  the  number  of  cumulative  occupants)  was  bettered  in  2007  when  the  City

embarked  on installing  one  single-flush  toilet  per  household  as  a  short-term solution  to  the

housing backlog.  However, the City, seemingly as a test of the residents’ dignity and desire for

privacy,  completed  the  installations  of  toilets  without  enclosing  them.   While  the  authorities

agreed to cover the installation costs, they deemed that it  was the residents’ responsibility to

enclose the installations at their own expense.  However, Gladys and Innocent, along with scores

of other families, could not afford to do so.

The City of Cape Town’s initiative is an improvement on national standards of one single-

flush toilet per five households, and is designed to offer temporary relief to residents until, under

the national policy of social transformation, they are provided with better housing.  However, the

South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) (2012) concluded in June 2010 that the

City’s conceptual separation of flush toilets from enclosures for the toilets is insensitive to: the
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need for privacy (especially for women and girls); poor and unemployed households’ inability to

independently provide the enclosures; and the prevalence of gender-based violence.  Indeed, this

particular toilet saga has come to crudely represent the failures of the South African government

in meeting housing needs on a national scale (SAHRC 2012).   The SAHRC (2010) concluded

that, “It is indeed a sad legacy that remnants of the past system [of apartheid] remain in the form

of previously disadvantaged communities  still  being exposed to  the indignities  of  the bucket

system”.   Similarly,  the Western Cape High Court  found that  this  case makes a mockery of

individuals’ dignity and underscores the inadequate provision of housing (SAHRC 2012).  

Against the backdrop of the  Constitution (1996) that recognizes human rights such as

dignity, housing, privacy, and freedom and security, as well as in the context of the  National

Credit  Act’s (2005)  attention  to  “historically  disadvantaged”  and  “low  income  persons”,  the

predicament  of  Gladys  and Innocent,  together  with  other  residents  of  the  Makhaza  informal

settlement,  acutely  demonstrates  the  government’s  shortcomings  on  both  counts.   In  fact,

consistent with the main argument of this dissertation pertaining to the  reproduction of social

disadvantage, these shortcomings represent how historical disadvantages continue to exist along

the lines of class, gender and race, especially since the provision of housing for Black South

Africans was a concern of the National Party as it is of the African National Congress (ANC).

Writing nearly 40 years ago, Bruce Boaden (1980: 21) identifies that “[t]he provision of housing

for Blacks has always been held to be the responsibility of government”.  While this attention to

housing  was  primarily  to  serve  the  National  Party’s  goal  of  managing  Black  labour  for  the

purposes of “social and political control” (Mandela 1995) such that the costs of its reproduction

were contained in the reserves (Keegan 1983; Simkins 1981; Wolpe 1972), the ANC’s attention

to housing for this racialized group is  arguably more socialist  in principle.   This is  not least

because “most of our people are too poor for a pure market solution to the housing problem”
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(Mandela 1995).  It is precisely this racialization of access to funding for housing – with the

public sector providing to Black individuals and the private sector to White individuals – that has

been a trend in South Africa since the 1920s (Lehloesa 2011: 144).  Seemingly in recognition of

this,  the  National Credit  Act  (2005) “aims to remove the limitations  on access to  mortgage

finance by the lower- and middle-income groups, thereby enabling home ownership across all of

society” (National Credit Regulator (NCR) n.d. a).  While mortgage financing accounts for more

than half of the total consumer credit (Department of Trade and Industry 2003: 15), aggregating

R100.59 billion in 2011 (NCR n. d. b: 25), there is an 8:1 imbalance in the ratio of mortgages

granted to consumers earning more than R15,000 versus those earning less than this amount.  It is

against  this  backdrop  that  this  chapter,  with  a  case  study  of  Durban,  examines  the  social

consequences of racialized access to housing in South Africa and how credit-scored mortgages

contribute to social disadvantages.  

To do so, the chapter is divided into three main sections that respond to the dissertation’s

research objectives.   The first  section provides a brief  summary of housing policy up to  the

1990s, particularly as it relates to differential credit assessments of racialized individuals.  This

contextualizes the ways in which the contemporary ordering of that configuration contributes to a

social reproduction of racialized space.  The second section presents qualitative findings to show

how the perceptions of racialized space by the residents and corporates interviewed, influence the

racial profiling of different neighbourhoods in Durban, and in turn, property prices in the city.

The third section links the previous two sections by demonstrating how credit-scored mortgages,

as they are currently assessed, reproduce many historical forms of social disadvantage that South

Africans experienced under National Party rule.  

While earlier chapters provide theoretical arguments to account for the ways in which

credit scoring reproduces historical social categories and social experiences of disadvantage, this
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chapter  demonstrates  how this  manifests  with respect  to  credit-scored mortgages.   It  situates

social categories in historical context, through the lens of consumers’ racialized and class-based

disenfranchisement in home ownership, to demonstrate the ways in which credit scoring further

contributes to such disenfranchisement.  In terms of the theoretical synergy between this chapter

and those that precede it, Makhaza crudely represents the overarching theoretical points of this

dissertation: the predicament of residents in the above example, pushed to use unenclosed toilets,

parallels  earlier  arguments  of  the  blurring,  in  a  political  economy  of  personal  information,

between ‘private’ and ‘public’, as well as the growing ambiguity over what is ‘personal’.

Indeed, the fact that it is the same historical population category – racialized by class –

that continues to be subjected to such treatment,  serves as a representation of the theoretical

framework established in Chapter 3 which sews together the temporal and ideological continuity

(Wolpe  1972;  1988)  of  cumulative  disadvantage  (Gandy  2009),  and  surveillance  and  social

sorting (Lyon 2003; 2007).  In particular, therefore, this chapter shows that there are key social

consequences  of  similarity  in  housing policy and implementation between,  on the  one hand,

racially segregated space under apartheid and, on the other hand, racially segregated space since

1994.  In the latter period, this is most evident when examining the role of credit scoring in

contributing to the social disadvantages of prospective mortgagors.  

7.2  Racial segregation, mortgage assessments and a brief history of housing policy 

up to the late 1990s

The legislated racialization of space in South Africa’s economic and social history has

significantly  contributed  to  the  conditions  of  land distribution,  dispossession,  and relocation.

Examples  include  the  Natives  Land Act  (1913),  Slums Act  (1934)  and the  Group Areas Act

(1950).  More specifically, racialized individuals’ access to, and purchase of, property was shaped
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for most of the 20th Century by the state’s enforcement of such Acts and the classification of

individuals into racial categories and sub-categories.  It was the enforcement of the Group Areas

Act  (1950) that, perhaps most significantly, shifted control over land occupation and property

transactions from individuals to the state.  This process took two main forms.  Firstly, it included

buying out property owners who, because of designated group areas, had to relocate (Unterhalter

1987: 62).  But the valuation of property that informed the amount of compensation awarded

rarely matched market prices.  Secondly, property owners whose racial classification no longer

fitted a racialized area had to relocate, but could maintain ownership until death.  At that point,

the heirs of the deceased had, regardless of the performance of the property market, one year in

which to sell the property.  

Under Proclamation No. 73 (1951), certain race groups could only live in specific areas,

with ‘Chinese’, ‘Indian’ and ‘Malay’ granted legitimacy in a few districts and provinces.  Beyond

the stipulated boundaries, individuals thus classified would lose these sub-category statuses and

default to the parent category of ‘Coloured’.  One implication of this was that while property

could  be  bought  and  sold  between  individuals  classified  as  ‘Coloured’ –  since  inter-racial

transactions were not permitted – the same transaction would be null and void between the same

individuals if their sub-category classifications were different within one of the territories named

in the Proclamation.  To this end, the application forms for property permits introduced under the

Group Areas Act (1950) were clear in requesting the applicant to detail ‘name in full’, ‘address’

and  ‘group’ (Hiemstra  1953:  138-144).   But  the  sub-group  property  transactions  involving

Coloureds and Indians were brought to a standstill in 1966 when these groups’ rights to land

ownership and occupation  in  areas  not  included in the  Group Areas Act  (1950) were frozen

(Unterhalter 1987: 62).  
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While housing permits were not required by Indian individuals wishing to purchase land

in “uncontrolled” areas such as in the Warwick Triangle in Durban (Maharaj 1999: 254), such

permits were used to monitor the movement of Black individuals who resided in White areas.

However, these permits were only granted to Black males older than 21 years of age, and of

particular qualifications and employment, arguably on the premise that it might be a “solution to

apartheid’s  problems”  (Unterhalter  1987:  124).  When  99-year  leasehold  legislation  was

introduced in 1978, its prime audience was already gendered and racialized as a result of previous

permit  practices.   These  leasehold  rights  provided  greater  tenurial  security  to  prospective

homeowners – primarily Black and male – in White areas by granting them exclusive possession

of their dwellings, but not the land, for 99 years.  Although the land was owned by administration

boards, the novelty of these tenurial rights impacted the nature of investor confidence whereby

housing for Black individuals in White areas was seen by investors as high risk investments

(Boaden 1980: 24).  As a result, in spite of the government’s framing of the 99-year leasehold

legislation as an expansion of individuals’ tenurial security, “formidable” barriers informed the

credit assessment of Black applicants (Lea 1980: 7).  For example, Boaden (1980: 24) reports a

“degree of suspicion and uncertainty” behind institutional decisions of whether or not to lend to

Black individuals.  This was formalized in the inconsistent calculation of monthly repayments for

White as opposed to  Black individuals.  For White individuals,  the calculation was a straight

representation  of  loan  repayments  plus  interest,  while  for  Blacks,  a  site  rental  was  included

(Boaden  1980:  7).  Since  Black  levels  of  income  were  lower  than  those  of  their  White

counterparts,  this  additional  fee  extended  the  period  of  time  (and  accumulating  compound

interest) of the loan contract and pushed actual Black home ownership further out of reach.

With these discriminatory techniques, the state was able to manage the level of Black

agency it wished to offer to people classified thus.  For example, despite the alleged benefit of the
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99-year leasehold legislation to Black individuals,  the gender and race filters  experienced by

applicants for mortgage financing were obvious because eligibility was limited to Black males,

not older than 50,  who earned a minimum income of R250 per month (100% of which was to be

earned by the ‘breadwinner’ and 50% by the spouse). Creditworthiness was largely based on

employee credibility, which was assessed by the length of time of an individual’s employment

(Natal Building Society cited in Lea 1980: 9),  and interest  rates were proportionate to racial

privilege (Jones and Datta 2000: 397).  In addition, while the government’s decision to stop the

building of public housing was aimed at improving supply through private contractors, the racial

classification of the contractors influenced the conditions attached to home loans (which were

made available through government-owned trust companies – known as ‘building societies’ – in

South Africa) (Boaden 1980: 23).  

If discriminatory methods of credit assessment towards Black individuals were linked to

housing  policy  in  the  1970s,  then  the  bond  boycotts  of  the  mid-late  1980s  contributed  to

creditors’ mistrust and “fear” of lending to Black applicants (De Loor et al 1992: 233).  This was

largely  because,  with  building  societies  not  earning  the  high  profits  they  anticipated  from

mortgages  on  leases  (Unterhalter  1987:  125-126),  rental  fees  were  scheduled  to  drastically

increase by 1984.  This compelled many tenants to accept mortgages, even if they could hardly

afford them.  With the deregulation of building societies beginning in 1986, the bond boycotts

that were targeted mostly at the private sector were a representation of the difficulties that Black

striking workers experienced in meeting their home loan repayment schedules.  Boycotting the

payment of rent played a role in crippling local Black governments in homelands (governments

that  civic  movements  deemed  illegitimate),  primarily  because  Black  leadership  received

preferential  treatment  by  banks,  while  ordinary  Black  workers  –  largely  employed  as  cheap

labour – were forced to live in poor quality housing (Bond 2000: 250).  While the boycotts
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demonstrated the militancy of civic movements that sought to cripple such unfair practices, and

to  make townships  “ungovernable”  (Jones  and Datta  2000:  393),  they  also  substantiated  the

distrust that many lenders felt toward Black debtors.  While the bond boycotts were instrumental

in  contributing to  the resignation of many leaders in Black local  governments,  as well  as to

power-sharing talks within the ruling National Party, they presented the Interim government of

the early 1990s with a mandate to jump-start the flow of money in the housing market.  In an

effort towards this, President de Klerk removed the Black Land Acts (1913, 1936), Group Areas

Act  (1966) and the  Black Communities Development Act  (1984), and signed the  Less Formal

Township Establishment Act (1991: 1) to expedite the “development of land” and “establishment

of townships”.  In addition, the National Party created the de Loor Commission to propose ways

to handle the looming housing crisis  that resulted from an escalation in urban migration and

overpopulation in townships (Gilbert 2002: 1917).  The Commission advocated the importance of

homeownership for all and the provision of a once-off subsidy to assist prospective homeowners

in  this  regard.   Arguably  in  response  to  the  de  Loor  Commission’s  proposals  (although not

exclusively so), the government created the Independent Development Trust that provided once-

off subsidies of R7,500 to encourage land developers to increase the supply of low-income homes

(Jones and Datta 2000).  

The bottlenecked access to formal financial services, particularly for housing, cannot be

separated from the bond boycotts, which increased financial institutions’ skepticism of lending to

a disgruntled Black majority.  Because this majority was already racialized, especially by the

National Party government, Black financial risk in credit assessment was also inherently racially

based.  Against this backdrop, stabilization measures were implemented in the period shortly

before the 1994 elections in the form of an Accord of Understanding with the Association of

Mortgage Lenders,  as  well  as with the creation of  the Mortgage Indemnity Fund (MIF) and
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Servcon.  Because the loans were backed by the state, the Accord gave financial institutions the

confidence  to  extend  50,000  mortgages  to  consumers  in  the  first  year  of  the  deal.   These

stabilization measures included the Masakhane Campaign and the establishment of two public

sector institutions to indemnify banks against risks incurred.  The Masakhane Campaign sought

to  educate  consumers  about  the  disadvantages  of  the  bond boycotts,  but  after  directing  R30

million into efforts for this cause, it became clear to observers that the government had “little,

perhaps nothing, to show for its efforts” (O’ Malley n. d.).  The political support that individuals

in townships showed to the ANC in the 1994 election seemed to reinforce the expectation of

government indebtedness to its voters, rather than self-help initiatives with the use of mortgage

loans (O’Malley n. d.).    

The  MIF  and  Servcon  were  created  to  mitigate  the  risks  to  the  banks  of  lending  to

historically  disadvantaged  populations.   The  MIF  provided  insurance  that  covered  bank

mortgages that were extended in areas with the greatest potential for civil unrest.  Property that

could not be repossessed was refinanced with the government-bank joint venture, Servcon, that

made it possible for consumers to move to more affordable housing, renegotiate the terms of the

original loans, or switch to tenancy agreements.  But the construction of these institutions on the

basis of mitigating the financial risks to the private sector cannot be separated from the ways in

which cumulative disadvantages provided the basis for levels of interpreted risk (Jenkins 1999:

435).  From this perspective, while risks were interpreted by the banking sector as ‘financial’, the

social  typography  of  risks  was  characterized  by  cumulative  social  conditions  of  historical

experiences from which ‘risky’ behaviours were constructed by the financial sector.  In other

words, higher financial risks stemmed from the social conditions of apartheid (such as Black

oppression,  gendered  and  racialized  divisions  of  labour,  and  illiteracy);  these  same  social

conditions historically deprived populations of social advantages.  In this way, the concept of
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“credit apartheid” that Deborah James (2012: 28) uses to characterize formal credit of the early

1990s, usefully expresses the temporal and ideological continuity of social disadvantage.

 The tension between the social disadvantages of individuals and the financial profits of

the banking sector may be characterized as an ideological struggle between neoliberal policy

proposals and the ANC’s socialist policies; these collided in the early 1990s (Bond 2004).  This

collision informs the broader context of the development of housing policy that followed under

the ANC administration (Gilbert 2002: 1920).  In the early years of the administration, the ANC

sent officials to housing agencies in the UK, the Netherlands, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Brazil, Peru,

and Chile to comparatively study credit systems.  Alan Gilbert (2002: 1920) shows that housing

policy concurrently progressed in the National Housing Forum (NHF), which was effectively the

housing policy institution (Jenkins 1999: 433), so much so that by the time the officials returned

and reported on their findings, the development of policy was so far along that implementing

findings  from those  countries  would  mean  backtracking  in  ways  that  tried  the  participants’

patience.  It was partly on this basis that the ANC’s socialist policies from the apartheid struggle

were replaced with more conventional policies of neoliberalism that saw proposals of interest rate

subsidies and public housing being replaced with private sector capital subsidies.  In fact, this

accounts for why “the new Communist housing minister, Joe Slovo, embraced the entrepreneurial

ambition of a private-sector housing policy, albeit one that aimed at helping the ‘ultra-poor’” to

construct one million houses in 5 years (Gilbert 2002: 1920; Jones and Datta 2000: 394).  In

addition, the collapse of the eastern bloc, and the failure of social housing in western Europe led

the South African government to put its faith in the Washington Consensus; not as a matter of

principle but as one of last resort (Gilbert 2002: 1921).  

The NHF, comprised of 16 extra-parliamentary political parties, trade unions and other

groups of civil society, signed a Founding Agreement in August 1992.  But the absence of a
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number of marginalized groups – particularly women,  informal savings associations (such as

those representing stokvels discussed in Chapter 4), and the homeless – were absent, arguably at

the expense of members from the corporate sector (Jones and Datta 2000: 399).  The corporate

sector was influential  in getting self-help mechanisms favoured over savings cultures,  and in

minimizing the role of informal credit.  Despite this influence that demonstrated a disregard for

Black individuals’ historical  forms of financing that were based on savings schemes such as

stokvels (see Chapter 4), the Agreement confirmed a “commitment to the pursuit of a non-racial,

non-sexist,  non-partisan  national  housing  plan  that  actively  redresses  historical  imbalances,

eradicates the enormous backlog, and prepares for future demands” (Nell and Rust 1993: 9).  

Two of the documented ways in which banks interpreted this was, firstly, the recognition

that to pursue such goals of non-bias necessarily  requires the application of bias for ‘remedial’

purposes  in  such  a  pursuit  (this  form of  affirmative  action  was  subsequently  termed  Black

Economic  Empowerment).   For  example,  the  United  States  Agency  for  International

Development (USAID) worked with Permanent Bank to provide mortgages to Non-white home

buyers.  This was “a message to other banks in South Africa that they could lend to Blacks and

Coloureds and get their money back” (Gilbert 2002: 1928).  But relying on the narrow bias of

race – against the backdrop of an already racialized population – meant that credit assessments

inevitably had racial outcomes.  In reality, however, the inherited social condition of disadvantage

extended  beyond  race  to  class  and  gender.   A second  way  in  which  banks  interpreted  the

Founding Agreement was in the provisions to ‘remove’ bias from home loan decisions.  A former

bank manager of home loans, who held this position in 1994, commented that the free-market

principles that informed risk-based credit financing through the financial sector since the early

1990s were,

unbiased  because  that’s  responsible  financing.   Apartheid  was  about  inequality,  then  things
became  about  equality.   Apartheid  was  about  bias,  then  things  became  about  no  bias.   Our
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financing practices started to represent the equality that the new South Africa stood for.  If you
had the earning power, you got the loan.  If you didn’t, you didn’t get it.  No more of that black-
white crap. (Bank Manager, Personal Interview 2013)

The combination of these different financing strategies with the government’s provision of

housing subsidies was, therefore, not only inconsistent, but essentially marked a construction of a

subsidy programme on the  basis  of  credit  as  opposed to  the  existing  culture  of  (traditional)

savings.  The subsidy programme provided a sliding-scale and once-off subsidies to first-time

mortgage applicants whose monthly income was less than R3,500.  These subsidies could be used

as  collateral  when combined with initiatives  such as  USAID’s efforts  described above.   The

maximum subsidy amount in 1997 was R15,000, and locked applicants into an arrangement that

prevented them from selling their homes for eight years.  This practice not only encouraged the

formal financial sector to extend its mortgage activities to first-time and low-income mortgage

applicants, but was introduced to help negate some effects of the recession of the time.  The

government’s expectation was that households would construct houses relative to their income,

such that poorer households would be less likely than better-off households to require mortgages

over  and  above  the  government  subsidy.   More  privileged  households  that  were  previously

prevented from moving into larger homes with more amenities – often located in historically

White areas – were encouraged to expand and, in turn, make use of loans from formal banking

institutions.  Despite government efforts, including a target of building one million homes in five

years, the housing backlog, particularly of Black families, increased from between 1.2 and 2.5

million units  in  1994 to between 2.5 and 3 million units  by 1997 (excluding those living in

squatter camps and other informal housing) (Nell and Rust 1993: 8).  Thus, the characterization

of access to housing in racial terms substantiates the centrality of social categories of race to

understanding housing issues in South Africa.  But this does not account for the implications of a

growing housing backlog on the overarching policy of social transformation.  This is examined in

the next section in terms of the configuration of residential space.
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7.3  Perceptions of racialized space in Durban

The point has been made throughout this dissertation that historical racial categories, once

used as tools of beneficial and stigmatic classification, are now embraced as measures of social

transformation.  The inherent concern, I argue, is that the ANC’s reliance on the same categories

contributes to social experiences of disadvantage that are reproductions of those historical racial

forms.  In this section, I show how Durbanites’ continued identification of space as racialized

contributes  to  racial  advantages  and  disadvantages  that  share  similarities  with  historical

experiences.  In fact, so telling is the relationship between housing and race in the ‘new’ South

Africa  that  the  Director  General  of  Land  Affairs,  Gilengwe Mayende,  refused  to  engage  in

conversation with Parliament’s Land Affairs Committee about land distribution on the grounds

that landowners’ race groups were not included in property title deeds (Coetzee 2004).  

In this section, I draw on qualitative interview data to assess how respondents’ perceptions

towards racialized areas, and the perspectives of inhabitants of those areas, correlate with the

representation in Figure 3 that compares (a) the Durban City Council’s zoning plans of 1952,

with  (b)  the  racial  distribution  of  Durbanites  by  residential  location  in  2011.   The  general

similarities  between  (a)  and  (b)  are  glaring,  revealing  the  ghosts  of  apartheid  planning  in

residential Durbanites’ racial clustering nearly 60 years later.26

26  There are three notable differences between the two maps.   Firstly,  while  the labels  used by the respective
cartographers  are  inconsistent,  I  have  applied  the  same  colour  codes  to  both  maps  for  illustrative  purposes.
Secondly, the most obvious difference in racial concentration between the two maps is the transformation of the Cato
Manor region from European (1952) to Black African (2011).  A problem, unless qualified, with comparing maps in
this way – one map based on plans and the other on actual circumstances – is that it misleads with respect to the
history of areas such as Cato Manor.  In 1958, the area was proclaimed White under the Group Areas Act (1950),
which resulted in the relocation of 82,000 Black people to the townships of Umlazi and KwaMashu (Unterhalter
1987: 74).  However, Cato Manor remained vacant for most of the next two decades (Odendaal 2007: 939).  While
efforts by the Cato Manor Development Association, the agency primarily involved in redeveloping the area for the
decade since 1993, are to be commended, they do not account for the shift from European in (a) to Black African in
(b) as might be inferred from these representations.
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Figure 3: The racialized social tapestry of Durban, 1952 (a) and 2011 (b)

(a) The Durban City Council’s Zoning Plans, 1952 (b)  The  racial  distribution  of  Durbanites  by
residential location, 2011

Sources: 
Map (a): Derived from Durban Housing Survey cited in Maharaj, B.  (1997).  ‘Apartheid, Urban Segregation, 
and the Local State: Durban and the Group Areas Act in South Africa’, Urban Geography, 18(2), p.144.

Map (b): Derived from Statistics South Africa cited in Frith, A. (2015).  ‘Mapping South Africa With Dot 
Distribution’, available at http://dotmap.adrianfrith.com/?zoom=6&lat=-
29.85919&lon=30.90319&layers=B0TFF (accessed on March 2, 2016).
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While cultural  preferences for racialized community living cannot be ignored (even if

these were generated by forced removals in the first place), my aim  here is to identify factors

which presently restrict relocation out of historical group areas by circumstance, not preference.

With the example of Margate, a formerly White group area on the KwaZulu-Natal south coast,

Tony Lemon and David Clifford (2005) show that location does indeed influence access to credit

with First National Bank and Standard Bank.  

Durban’s racialization is mirrored in its equally contrasting property prices.  With prime

land – such as the suburbs of Berea and Morningside that have sea views, or suburbs with views

of the estuaries in the city – historically reserved for White people, property prices in adjacent

suburbs for historically Non-white populations  are  often substantially  lower.   This can be so

drastic  that  property  prices  of  homes  less  than  300  metres  apart,  yet  in  areas  historically

demarcated along racial  boundaries,  can be glaringly different.   For example,  one real  estate

agent commented that,

...with homes ‘over the Ridge’ [Ridge Road], prices just plummet.  There’s a home that I’m trying
to sell on Cherry Avenue.  That home on Essenwood Road would be R6-7 million.  I can’t get R2
million for it.  The view aside, the price might be higher if there were more whites living ‘over the
hill’...you know,  to  help stabilize  the  price...but  in  all  honesty,  why would they want  to  live
there?!” (Real Estate Agent, Personal Interview 2013b).  

Along these lines, I asked another real estate agent (Personal Interview 2013a), who maintained

that the buying and selling of property is “only about affordability...we’ve come a long way since

the days when race had an effect”, why it is that the movement of White individuals into homes

located in previously Black townships is almost negligible (see Figure 3).  “Hare Ram!”27, she

exclaimed.  Why would a white do that?!”  Indeed, if the buying and selling of property is only

about affordability, as she indicated, then the comparatively lower prices in historically Black

27  ‘Hare Ram’, of Hindu origin, is sometimes used in much the same way as ‘Jesus Christ!’ is used as an expression
of shock or disbelief.
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areas as opposed to historically White areas means that more White people can afford to live in

those Black areas than vice versa!

In a recent study conducted by StatsSA that uses 2011 census data (the census takes place

decennially),  it  was  identified  that  “Municipalities  have  become  more  racially

integrated...However‚ the legacy of apartheid still  has a hold on the social structure of South

African urban space”,  as evidenced in  Figure 3 (Statistics South Africa 2016).   While racial

integration  is  found  in  the  trends  of  South  Africa’s  largest  municipalities,  including  the

eThekwini  Municipality  of  which  Durban is  a  part,  these  trends  seem to  be  primarily  from

historically Non-white areas into White areas, not vice versa.  This is seen in Figure 3, which

shows that  the  racial  profiles  of  suburbs  in  2011 overwhelmingly  maintained their  historical

racial  design.   Examples  include  Austerville  (Coloured),  Chatsworth  (Indian  or  Asian),

KwaMashu (Black African), Phoenix (Indian or Asian) and Umlazi (Black African).  Despite the

predominant  movement  from  historically  Non-white  areas  into  White  areas,  primarily

representative  of  the  upward  mobility  of  middle  and  upper  income  households,  the  poorer

majorities continue to live in the areas in which they were historically assigned.  Because of these

circumstances, their access to home loans is more difficult.  One respondent from Chatsworth, a

suburb in the south Durban basin, explains why:

Yes,  it’s  true  that  Indians  live  as  families  together...not  like  whites  where  they  take  the  first
opportunity to get out the door, cut ties somewhat with their parents.  But if you look at the lower
end of Chatsworth...people can’t afford to move even if they want to...they can’t go anywhere.  So
what I’m saying is, just because Indians are more likely to live in community should not be an
excuse to deprive them of the opportunity [via home loans] to vie28 from here into better places.
(Prospective Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013a)  

Similarly, a resident of Newlands West commented that,

If you look at Newlands East and Newlands West, the people can’t afford to move...they don’t like
it here, but how do you get out of it?  Gangsters dominate the area, which affects price.  Places
like Upper Berea, Musgrave, Morningside, even Queensburgh...they are just dreams.  How must

28  This means ‘to go’ in South African slang.
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these  oaks29 [residents of Newlands] move upwards? (Prospective Mortgage Borrower, Personal
Interview 2013b)

Together, these examples illustrate a combination of views that selling prices are comparatively

low in historically Non-white areas and purchase prices are too high in historically White areas to

provide the poor residents of suburbs such as Chatsworth or Newlands with the financial means

to relocate “upwards”.  This has occurred despite the NCR being tasked in the National Credit

Act (2005: 46) to “serve the needs of (i) historically disadvantaged persons”.

But for those respondents with bank mortgages, one question asked of them was ‘What

are  the  key  factors  that  place  consumers  at  risk  in  the  mortgage  market?’  All  respondents

identified factors pertaining to financial behaviour as necessarily separate from socio-historical

contexts.   For  example,  one  respondent  reported  that  it  is  “your  performance  with  income,

expenses, credit history, assets and liabilities” (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013c),

while another shared the view that “you look at a person’s income and expenditure to determine

if they are good for a home loan or not” (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013d).  But in

other parts of the interviews, these same individuals spoke of class, gender and race as “obviously

relevant”  (Mortgage  Borrower,  Personal  Interview  2013c)  in  access  to  finance  and  “most

prominent  amongst  the  black  African  population”  (Mortgage  Borrower,  Personal  Interview

2013d).  

While respondents recognized the economic and social history of factors that have limited

Black people’s access to home finance, they seem less convinced of the contribution of credit

scoring to these conditions: “statistical mortgage assessments that are used today are based on

objective and scientific research” (Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013d).  Perhaps more

telling  of  the  juxtaposition  between  the  quantitative  power  of  credit  scoring  and  historical

contexts is the view of one individual with a home loan: on the one hand, he reflected that, “I

29  This means ‘people’ in South African slang.
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think the interest rate on my mortgage is high because the bank thinks they can’t trust a Coloured

man  from  Newlands”,  yet  on  the  other  hand,  “I  think  the  credit  scoring  is  fair  and  non-

discriminatory.   It  gives  a  fair  assessment  because  it  is  quantitative”  (Mortgage  Borrower,

Personal  Interview  2013b).   Similarly,  a  respondent  whose  first  mortgage  application  was

unsuccessful reported that he was not granted a home loan on the grounds of the proximity of his

desired  home  to  a  squatter  camp  (Mortgage  Borrower,  Personal  Interview  2013e).   The

interpreted relationship between the likelihood of qualifying for a home loan and proximity to a

squatter  camp  was  accounted  for  by  a  real  estate  agent  who  extended  this  relationship  by

associating squatter camps with crime: “it’s crime and everything else that goes with squatter

camps” (Real Estate Agent, Personal Interview 2013a).  Despite being denied the home loan, the

respondent further commented that credit scoring is “...a fair and accurate system” (Mortgage

Borrower, Personal Interview 2013e).   Not only do these comments reinforce the legitimating

power of credit scoring as inherently objective, but speak to how the invisibility of credit scoring

processes obfuscates accountability to consumers.

Perhaps  more  explicitly  telling  of  how  racial  perceptions  of  space  reproduce  their

racialization is the comment by another real estate agent (Personal Interview 2013c) who offered

to drive me through Berea and Glenwood with the goal of identifying the “right kind of property”

for me.  This anthropological exploration quickly revealed the ways in which the identity she

passively imposed on me informed her perspectives.  She drove us up Che Guavara Road and left

onto Brand Road.  She pointed south east in the direction of lower Glenwood and commented

“Now, I don’t think that would be a good area for you.  I don’t mean to sound racist, but there are

a  lot  of  black  people  there”.   Her  assumption  of  me  as  an  ‘Indian’ man,  coupled  with  her

confidence to express such a view, point to ‘our’ assumed Indian-White solidarity in sharing a

stigma about ‘Black’ individuals.  When I asked her to elaborate on her statement, she went on to
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say  that  “these  blacks...you  know,  there’s  a  lot  of  crime  in  this  area,  parties,  students...”.

Laughingly,  she went on, “those are definite no-nos for  us,  hey” (emphasis added).   When I

relayed this story to another real estate agent (Personal Interview 2013a, emphasis added), the

response was, “I wouldn’t generally say that to anybody...I can’t be biased; it’s being racist, you

can’t  do  that...[five  second  pause]...but  I  would  say  it  to  some  people...if  I  know  them

personally”.  Similarly, another real estate agent (Personal Interview 2013d) reported that the

ways in which race influences purchase habits is also found in instances such as “When a client

wants to buy in a block of flats, one of the first things they ask me is ‘what is the [racial] mix

here?’.  So I often take them to look at the names on the postboxes”.  In the same line, it was

reported that,

Some ask me, especially my Indian clients, ‘what is the make up of this block? Are there other

Indians here?  What is the ratio of Whites to Indians etc?’  It’s not racially incorrect to ask that

question because if you are going to invest a whole lot of money in buying a place...birds of a

feather flock together. (Real Estate Agent, Personal Interview 2013d)

But if perceptions of racialized spaces and their residents influence property prices, how do they,

in turn, influence credit-scored mortgages on the front-end and back-end of credit scoring?  This

is addressed in the next section.

7.4  Credit-scored mortgage applications in Durban, and the reproduction of social 

disadvantage

The association between credit scoring and social transformation is one that is held by

policymakers,  but  not  respondents.   There  are  two  main  reasons  for  this:  firstly,  many

respondents whose home loans are based on the automated decisions of credit scoring algorithms

find that the conditions of the loans contribute to a reproduction of historical social conditions of
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disadvantage.  Yet, as noted above, they do not draw links between credit scoring and the social

categories into which they are classified; they only draw links with repayment schedules and

social conditions of disadvantage.  Secondly, and with similar results, those who wish to apply

for home loans, but don’t have the qualifying monthly income, are unable to fulfill the intended

policy goal of social transformation.  This is because, if their monthly incomes are too low to

qualify for loan amounts, they are forced to seek alternative forms of financing, often through

loan  sharks.   This  limits  the  achievement  of  social  integration  which  is  one  aspect  of  the

government’s policy of social transformation.  

I interviewed an employee of Durban Solid Waste who works as a garbage collector.  He

lives  in  KwaMashu,  and  was  unsuccessful  in  his  home  loan  application  for  a  property  in

Newlands West.  

I applied for the home loan because my family needs a bigger place.  My wife died a few years
back, so it’s me and my mother looking after my two kids.  The bank doesn’t care about my
situation.  I thought they’d help because of BEE [Black Economic Empowerment], but they said I
don’t have enough money coming in since I’m the only one earning.  You know, my parents used
to be farm workers in the olden days.  This situation is embarrassing for me because I want to
make my mother proud. (Prospective Mortgage Borrower, Personal Interview 2013a)

As  a  point  of  reference,  the  Public  Service  Coordinating  Bargaining  Council  (cited  in

BusinessTech 2016)  of  South  Africa,  tabulates  the  monthly  salaries  of  garbage  collectors  as

R6,000.  According to a chart that is used by real estate agencies to advise clients on the required

monthly income that corresponds with home loan amounts, it is suggested that such an individual

would qualify for a loan amount of R200,000 with a monthly bond repayment of R1,800 at an

interest rate of 9 percent (Wakefields 2010).  However, according to the Studies in Poverty and

Inequality Institute, a Johannesburg-based think-tank, even a monthly salary of R11,000 would

only be sufficient to meet the basic needs (notably, excluding savings, let alone meeting monthly

bond repayments just mentioned) of a household size of 3.4 people (Fin24 2013b).  
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Such objections to the failures of housing policy to bring about social transformation, yet

in an ironic embrace of credit scoring as “non-discriminatory” and “objective”, are mirrored in

tensions found in the corporate sector.  For example, in an interview with a regional manager of a

home  loans  origination  company  (Personal  Interview 2013)  in  South  Africa,  the  respondent

emphasized that banks and credit bureaus “work with facts”.  “You must understand”, he tells me

sharply, “that their methods are not unfair or discriminatory.  They work with facts”, he repeats.

So you can’t put in your research that they are subjective.  Do you get me?”.  Yet, nearly an hour

later in the interview, he expressed that his “biggest concern” is the “injustice” of circumstances

in which someone with zero debt, but no credit history, has only a “slim chance” of getting a

home loan.  This “injustice”, at the hands of a “fair” system of credit scoring, draws attention to

the ways in which credit scoring is distanced from accountability to consumers, and how the

alleged rationality  of its  methodology is  distanced from seemingly irrational  outcomes.   The

manager continued to express his frustration by stating that,

I have a client here.  I mean, you phone the banks...He didn’t pass the score, and they can’t tell
you why he didn’t pass the score...because it goes into this scoring model...they don’t know what
the variables behind it is [sic]...only the peoples who can manipulate it knows [sic]...they’ve got
their strategy department...only them [sic] knows how many variables are in the back...  (Regional
Manager of a home loans origination company, Personal Interview 2013)

Therefore,  the  focus  in  credit-scored  mortgage  applications  is  geared  more  towards  what  a

consumer  should  do  to  improve  behaviour  in  order  to  earn  a  higher  score,  than  on  the

methodology or appropriateness of the scoring itself.  

But when the regional manager did grant attention to the methodology of credit scoring,

he was “shocked” by his discovery, acting in his capacity as a consumer, when experimenting

with the credit scoring software used by banks:

FNB [First National Bank] Housing Finance has a system where you can do a phony check [for a
home loan].  So I did a phony check on myself one day.  And I was declined.  So I phoned them to
query it.   They said I  was declined because the system didn’t  recognise  my surname.   FNB
Housing said they deal with the lower end of the market, which is why they don’t recognise my
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[White Afrikaner] surname. (Regional Manager of a home loans origination company, Personal
Interview 2013)

In this example, two striking assumptions are made by the assessors.  The first is that race can be

correlated  with  surnames,  and  the  second  is  that  assumed  racial  identity  is  the  basis  for

determining  an  individual’s  experience  with  social  advantage  and  social  disadvantage.   The

reader will recall from  Section 7.2 the ways in which application forms for property permits

under the  Group Areas Act (1950) provided the basis for cross-referencing personal details of

name, address and racial group.  But it seems that this rationale, historically woven into South

African property registration, is not limited to corporate practice, in that it extends to academic

analyses of real estate.  For example, Lemon and Clifford (2005: 12) rely on the South African

Property Transfer Guide, which records, among other details, the names of buyers and sellers of

all  registered  property  transfers  in  South  Africa.   Using  this  information,  they  infer  racial

membership for the purposes of their respective studies.  The uncritical use of this methodology

offers  insights  to  the  ways  in  which  the  ubiquity  of  South  Africa’s  race  relations  has  the

propensity to subvert critical thinking.

One explanation for this, at least from the corporate end, was offered in an interview with

a credit analyst from a South African credit bureau.  The analyst maintained that while race is not

included in any of the credit bureau’s algorithms, its association with financial indicators such as

income and repayment history can  lead to  racial  assumptions  “even in  the  industry” (Credit

Scoring Analyst,  Personal  Interview 2013).   These assumptions contribute to  the factors that

stand  in  the  way  of  the  social  transformation  envisioned  by  the  government.   Even  if  the

considered variables are “purely financial”, they represent the activities of individuals who are

not  only  racialized,  gendered  and  classed  differently,  but  provide  one  basis  from  which

assumptions are made about individuals because of assumed group membership. Therefore, when

individuals are scored by allegedly “neutral” and “objective” credit assessment algorithms, the
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baggage of their social contexts, whether true or assumed, cannot be separated from the analysis.

For example, one respondent who is a policeman by profession commented that,

The place where I wanted a loan I could not get it  because of the informal settlements.  The
evaluation of the property made it very hard because if you had these black squatters neighbouring
your place, they [the bank] wouldn’t give you a loan.  As if all blacks in all squatter camps are
isigebengus30 or something!  But if you didn’t have informal settlements nearby, then no problem.
So I didn’t get a bond where I am currently living.  What I did was I bought another property in an
Indian area where there are no blacks.  After five years, I sold it, raked up money and bought this
property.   That’s  how  you  beat  these  buggers  [the  banks][laughs]!  (Mortgage  Borrower,
Personal Interview 2013e)

This relevance of suburb to the credit scoring models of certain credit bureaus was confirmed by

the credit analyst.  This is most common, she tells me, in the credit assessments of loan applicants

with no credit history because the assessment is more dependent on non-financial data.  Now

working for the credit bureau that provides credit data to the commercial bank that she personally

banks  with,  she  has  a  unique  insight  to  how  the  back-end  operations  shape  the  front-end

consumer experience.  She confirms that, without a credit history, her first credit card with the

bank was granted because of her accumulated demographic data.  “That’s how I got my first

credit card” she revealed, with a wry smile (Credit Scoring Analyst, Personal Interview 2013).

The location of her parents’ home in which she lived at the time, in an affluent majority-White

neighborhood,  combined with  the  realization  that  “I  guess  it  can  pay to  be  a  white  woman

sometimes”, clarifies the views expressed by residents who were unable to link credit scoring

with social categories (Credit Scoring Analyst, Personal Interview 2013).

7.5  Conclusion

The story that opened this chapter about the predicament of Makhaza residents, forced to

use  unenclosed  toilets,  underscores  problems  with  the  ANC  government’s  national  housing

policy.   With  Durban  as  a  case  study,  the  chapter  illustrated  two  main  points.   Firstly,  it

30  This is a word in isiZulu that translates as ‘robber’.  It is also used colloquially in a variety of South African 
languages with the same definition.
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demonstrated that the mutual constitution of race and racialized space, legislated at various points

in  the  20th Century,  continues  to  shape  racialized  perceptions  of  space  by  consumers  and

corporate actors, and this in turn, has a bearing on property prices.  Secondly, the racial and

gendered stereotypes that explicitly influenced home loan assessments in the 1970s and 1980s,

continue to reproduce racialized social outcomes for many respondents.  Together, these points

account for many of the challenges experienced by historically disadvantaged individuals not

only in barring them access to credit-scored home loans – a central prescription in housing policy

to achieve social transformation – but in providing them with the means to relocate in socially

transformative ways.  

Evidence of  social  transformation,  a process of social  change away from historically-

grounded, colonial-oriented and Afrikaner-promoted forms of inequality and underdevelopment,

towards strategies of empowerment, equality, freedom and opportunity (ANC 2012), is disparate.

As noted at the outset, the National Credit Act (2005) “aims to remove the limitations on access

to mortgage finance by the lower- and middle-income groups, thereby enabling home ownership

across  all  of  society”  (NCR  n.d.  a:  18).   But  when  intersected  with  social  transformation,

particularly in the context of historically segregated living, the policy is more one of principle

than implementation.  What this chapter showed is that access to mortgage markets in principle is

different to access in practice.  The promotion of credit scoring by corporate and state actors as

objective and non-biased is not consistent with this position.  At best, credit-scored mortgage

assessments favour those who can afford loans, and at worst, continue to deny social advantages

to  those  who  were  historically  deprived  of  such  benefits.   Either  way,  evidence  of  social

transformation remains unclear.     

The  challenges  faced  by  respondents,  together  with  the  shortcomings  of  government

policy  in  affecting  social  transformation,  contribute  to  a  social  reproduction  of  disadvantage
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theorized  in  Chapters  4  and  5.   Despite  credit  legislation,  policy  and  scoring  that  promise

different outcomes, qualitative data in this chapter show that the views of respondents living in

historically Non-white areas gravitate towards a lacking of the required resources to change their

social  circumstances.   Thus,  the  similarities  in  historical  and  contemporary  racial  outcomes

advance the theoretical positions of systemically repetitive ideology (Wolpe), specifically through

the  lens  of  socially  sorted  populations  (Lyon)  whose  social  disadvantages  are  cumulative

(Gandy).  
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion

When the African National Congress (ANC) came to political power in 1994, it moved

swiftly  to  establish  a  number  of  policies  targeted  at  addressing  the  social  disadvantages it

inherited from 50 years of National Party rule.  One of the overarching ‘remedial’ policies that it

conceptualized was social transformation.  Researchers, such as Bond (2004), have shown that

the ANC has a track record of ‘talking left’ and ‘walking right’; part of this contradiction includes

the framing and implementation of strategies to address the social  disadvantages of the past.

While the National Party relied on specific social categories of race and class for the purposes of

social  control,  the  ANC maintains  these  categories  as  a  means  to  track  social  change  from

historical levels.  While this might seem conceptually useful, and a deviation from the strategies

of the National Party, continued reliance on these social categories has contributed to structural

disadvantages that continue to be experienced in the terms of their historical constitution.

More  specifically,  the  research  objectives  provided  in  Chapter  1  were  designed  to

investigate  the  validity  of  the  main  argument,  which  is  that  credit  scoring,  as  it  is  currently

constituted in South Africa, offers more to the reproduction of social disadvantage – characterized

by interconnected forms of class, gender and race – than to its alleviation.  The irony of using

social categories to conceptualize the present in the terms of the past is that credit scoring, as a

policy tool in social transformation, does more to reproduce historical social categories and their

social consequences than address them.

But any assessment of a reproduction of social categories and their consequences requires

an illustration of their separate formations in the time periods being compared, so that similarities

can  subsequently be  evaluated.   Following this  rationale,  Chapters  4-7 sequentially  provided

historical  evidence  that  is  then  compared  and  contrasted  with  contemporary  findings.   The

methodological decision to separate social categories and social consequences was to avoid the
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assumption that the former necessarily leads to predictable outcomes.  Accordingly, Chapter 4

traced social categories that were used by the National Party for the purposes of social control,

and highlighted linkages with the social categories targeted by the ANC in its framing of the

policy of social transformation as it relates to credit legislation, policy and scoring.  That chapter

demonstrated  that  the ANC’s reliance on historical  categories  as  a basis  for  tracking social

transformation in credit legislation, policy and scoring ensures that those social categories are

reproduced.  

Chapters 5-7 presented qualitative research findings of respondents’ experiences at the

‘front end’ and ‘back end’ of credit scoring.  While the formation of social categories provided

the framework for each of these chapters, the field research was led more heavily by their social

consequences.  The main focus in Chapter 5 was the disconnect between back-end algorithmic

design and front-end consumer experiences with, and understandings of, credit scoring.  I showed

that the ‘black box’ of credit scoring reduces public accountability and transparency regarding

how credit scoring methodology aligns with the ANC policy of social transformation because of a

separation between the ‘technical’ and the ‘political’.  That is, the algorithmic design of credit

scoring is authoritatively positioned such that even the state’s regulatory body does not explicitly

have access to that design.  Lessons from a science and technology studies framework show the

falsity of a technical/political binary; when these camps are viewed as mutually constitutive, it

becomes apparent that the binary benefits specific agents at the expense of those to whom credit

scoring is legislatively mandated to serve.  While credit scoring analysts maintained that the use

of social categories in credit scoring methodology is mostly ‘neutral’ and ‘objective’, not even the

state’s  regulatory  body,  the  National  Credit  Regulator  (NCR),  could  confirm  that  it  has

knowledge of the precise algorithms used by credit bureaus.  Furthermore, the experiences of

respondents  who  have  knowingly  been  scored  in  their  credit  applications  reveal  how  they

experienced social disadvantage in ways that are congruent with the known social categories that
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are used in credit scoring.  It was found that social categories such as class, cultural practices,

gender,  race  and postal  code influence consumer experiences  with credit  scoring differently,

while categories of consumer health information and sexual orientation are potential influencing

factors. 

With a case study of higher education, Chapter 6 focused on the contributions of credit

financing in general, and credit scoring in particular, to addressing the social disadvantages that

the  ANC  inherited  in  1994.   With  the  racialization  of  students  under  National  Party  rule

significantly shaping educational opportunities and access to student financing, it was found that

the contribution of credit scoring to social transformation does little to alleviate such concerns.

So seductive is the discourse of social transformation that even scholarly analyses of this policy

at work in higher education institutions fail to unpack its reliance on historical social categories.

Moreover, inconsistencies in the racial categories used by student financing institutions render

the effectiveness of social transformation to achieve its goals less than clear.  But what is clear

from interview data derived from students is that the social outcomes for students in relation to

financial  institutions  that  score  them  are  distinctly  racialized.   In  historical  context,  the

contribution of race to students’ access to credit is so significant that the social consequences of

credit scoring cannot be separated from the ways in which historical categories of class and race

continue to influence social structures in South African higher education. 

Chapter  7  offered  a  case  study  of  credit-scored  mortgages  in  Durban.   It  was

contextualized against the backdrop of how race and racialized space were mutually constituted

throughout the 20th Century as a result of the enforcement of legislation that was used to justify

forced  removals  and  the  racial  segregation  of  neighborhoods.   As  in  the  previous  chapter,

historical context significantly shapes the ongoing patterns of racial privilege and disadvantage.

Interview  data  from  mortgage  borrowers  and  real  estate  agents  reveal  the  extent  to  which

historical context continues to shape racial perceptions of neighborhoods and residential market
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prices.  In turn, these influence which groups show interest in different neighborhoods, and which

ones qualify for mortgages in different areas.  

In totality, therefore, consumer credit scoring, as it is currently constituted in South Africa,

contributes to a generation of social disadvantage more than to its alleviation.  Furthermore, with

an historical lens, the generation of social categories and their consequences is, more accurately, a

reproduction of historical conditions.  This is the social condition of apartheid.     

8.1 Limits of the study/Future directions

Because  I  make  no  claim  to  the  generalizability  of  my  research  findings,  or  of  the

appropriateness of my conclusions to influencing policy, any attempt to do either needs to be

approached cautiously.  Instead, this research is a critique of the ways in which national policy

shapes the lives of different individuals with the hope of sparking future research in this field.

My methodological pursuit of respondents was based on their willingness to participate in the

study,  not  on a  process  of  screening for  the purposes  of  representative sampling.   This  was

designed  to  give  voices  to  individuals,  not  to  privilege  weighted  predictions  of  populations;

methodologies  that  bear  resemblance  to  the  systems  of  credit  scoring  under  critique  in  this

dissertation.   As  noted  in  Chapter  1,  every  step  away  from the  conceptual  ideal  of  asking

“everyone” about “everything” shifts the analysis towards bias, distortion and misrepresentation

(Gandy  1993:  124).   Therefore,  a  major  limit  of  this  study,  from the  point  of  view of  the

methodology adopted, is that it is only one contribution to understanding social disadvantage in

South Africa, further limited to a few respondents, predominantly from Durban.  

Despite these limits, I have attempted to provide the basis for a theoretical framework, of

apartheid as a social condition, that remains untested in other South African contexts.  Indeed,

future research that draws on this theoretical framework need not be limited to credit scoring.  As
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stated in Chapter 2, credit scoring is only the mechanism through which social categories and

their consequences were studied in this dissertation.  

Equally, the point has been made throughout the dissertation that  the dependence on an

increasing number of variables in credit scoring, or even the exclusion of constitutionally-banned

variables, does not diminish the ways in which the social consequences of credit scoring may

bring about, for example, gendered and racialized consumer experiences.  At the same time, even

if the considered variables are ‘purely financial’, they represent the activities of individuals who

are  not  only  racialized,  gendered  and  classed  differently,  but  provide  a  basis  from  which

assumptions  are  made  about  individuals because  of  assumed  group membership.

Notwithstanding these points, the focus in this dissertation on modes of categorization as the

subject of analysis motivated my framing of social categories as the central conceptual aspects of

the study.  But this is not to imply that social categories determine social outcomes consistently.

As a result, there is much room for future research to more fully explore the breadth of social

consequences that emerge from credit scoring.

8.2 Personal reflections

The process of writing this dissertation has forced me to reflect in two main ways:

Firstly, as a South African, the dissertation required my geographical separation from the country

for me to fully appreciate categories of race as social constructions imposed on people, not as

inherent  attributes.   Before  starting  the  research  for  this  dissertation,  the  ubiquity  of  racial

classifications, in particular, contributed to my internalized identification with the racial category

‘Indian’.  I even self-identified in this way (which raises questions about the level of autonomy in

‘self-identification’ in a general sense; but that is for another research project!).  But removing

myself from that context offered a new appreciation of the apolitical use of racial categories by

many South African scholars writing from within the country.  The benefit of my distance from
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South Africa for the duration of writing, has provided me with a new-found personal rejection of

the historically-imposed ‘Indian’ category – to the extent that I, experimentally, reclassified as

White with my commercial bank in South Africa (See Chapter 3).

Secondly, this dissertation was originally designed to make its primary contribution to a

political  economy of finance.   However,  the more research I  performed, the more striking it

became that social categories – and a political economy of personal information – sit at the centre

of social organization.  As in the above reflection, the ubiquity of social categories often results in

their  inclusion  in  critical  analyses  as  points  of  departure,  not  entry,  in  studies  of  social

disadvantage.  My hope is that this dissertation has offered some contributions to the need to

refocus on social categories in critical research.   

8.3 Final Conclusion

This dissertation has committed itself to understanding the extent to which credit scoring

in  South  Africa  reproduces  trends  of  social  disadvantage,  particularly  for  the  already

disadvantaged.  This was separated into two main parts: firstly, to  critically examine how the

known  social  categories  of  credit  scoring  relate  to  the  government’s  narrative  of  social

transformation;  and  secondly,  to  develop  an  understanding  of  how  the  observed  social

consequences  of  credit  scoring  resonate  with  both  the  government’s  narrative  of  social

transformation and with the protections offered to consumers in the National Credit Act (2005).

Dominant  scholarly  narratives,  which  when  compared,  create  a  rift  into  which  this

dissertation is  inserted.   On the one hand,  are  perspectives  in critical  political  economy that

position social relations – or more specifically, power relations – as the subjects of analysis, and

social categories as the means through which these relations are revealed.  On the other hand, are

contributions that identify social categories as the necessary subjects, but in isolation of the social

totality which is offered by political economy.  A political economy of personal information – that
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bridges  the materiality  of political  economy with the immateriality of information – fills  the

lacuna.  It is my hope that by applying such an analysis to South Africa, a context which remains

understudied  in  terms  of  the  social  consequences  of  credit  scoring,  this  dissertation  offers  a

contribution to a call for a new future path of research.     

By positioning social categories as the linchpin of individuals’ experiences with social

advantage and social  disadvantage,  I  have emphasized the need to distinguish between those

categories  into which  individuals  are  placed by institutions  and the  social  consequences  that

emerge from that placement.  As observed in Chapter 4, the point is not simply to identify the

reproduction of historical social categories, but to critically examine the social consequences of

those categories, together with the devices, processes and tactics that are framed by institutions as

offering breaks from historical social conditions.  

From this point of view, it is not necessary to lift the veil that shields the methodologies of

credit scoring in order to assess their contribution to social transformation in South Africa, since

these are observable from the social consequences of the technologies.  However, lifting the veil

is necessary to dismantling the black box of credit scoring in order to shift the balance of agency

from  credit  bureaus  serving  commercial  banks  to  credit  bureaus  serving  individuals.  More

broadly, within the political economy of personal information, this will signal steps towards a

shift  in  the  balance  of  agency  over  ownership  of  individually  identifiable  information  from

groups that surveill individuals to individuals themselves.

Given the historical legacy of social disadvantage in South Africa, and the ways in which

social disadvantage is reproduced, it is the social condition of apartheid that requires concentrated

attention.  The temporal connection between past and present that is an extension of what Wolpe

argues as the ideological reproduction of social disadvantage, is the basis for the argument that

apartheid  is  both  time  period  and  social  condition.   The  “cumulative”  reproduction  (to  use

Gandy’s term) of the condition across various aspects of social life – with higher education and
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credit-scored homes loans offered as case studies in Chapters 6 and 7 – can only be curtailed with

intentional efforts to do so.  Implementing policies of social transformation that remain dependent

on existing structures of social categorization and social classification might, at best, offer short-

term relief.  For example, the zero percent fee increase at higher education institutions for 2016

was  enough  to  dissolve  the  waves  of  student  protest,  predominantly  by  those  students  with

mounting debt, who believed that the ‘new’ South Africa would bring an end to their historically

racialized disadvantage.   It  is  only a matter of time before the next proposed fee increase is

announced by the government.  The reaction from distraught students will be similar, and again,

will  remind  observers  of  South  Africa’s  failure  to  build  on  the  paths  paved  by  students  in

comparable circumstances who sacrificed their lives 40 years ago in the Soweto Uprising.  

Bond (2004) argues that the ANC’s main contribution to the kind of social transformation

that it envisions is predominantly rhetorical and lacks a translation into appropriate action.  As a

result,  many  of  the  social  categories  discussed  in  this  dissertation  –  such as  race,  ethnicity,

gender, and class – are used by the ANC as frames of reference for the kinds of social change that

it  envisions.   I  have  argued  that  one  of  the  main  issues  with  this  is  that  framing  social

transformation in the terms of inherited social disadvantage is reactionary, not revolutionary; the

latter  being  a  term  that  the  ANC  used  interchangeably  with  its  socialist  principles  before

assuming political office in 1994.   It is important to note that this argument does not deny the

significance of recognizing the social categories within which patterns of discrimination might be

observed.   Neither  does  it  deny  the  framing  of  discrimination  without  reference  to  social

categories, nor the framing of disadvantages independent of social categories or groups (Gandy

2009).  Instead,  the argument brings attention to the shortcomings of the ANC’s approach to

social transformation that frames social change for the present and future in the terms of the past.

The similarities in historical and contemporary social outcomes advance the theoretical positions
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of  systemically  repetitive  ideology  (Wolpe),  specifically  through  the  lens  of  socially  sorted

populations (Lyon) whose social disadvantages are cumulative (Gandy).

The panoptic sort of consumer credit scoring is one analytic frame used to capture this.

On the one hand, free-market principles offer justification for the secretive nature of proprietary

credit  scoring  products,  but  on  the  other  hand,  legislative  weight  dictates  the  boundaries  of

methodological possibility.  While my efforts to investigate the operations of credit bureaus are

telling in their own right (Chapter 5), it is particularly striking that the regulatory body to which

credit bureaus are accountable, the NCR – could not confirm or deny if they have access to the

‘back-end’ of credit scoring.  This is compounded with the disconnect that exists between back-

end algorithmic design and front-end consumer experiences with, and understandings of, credit

scoring.  A political economy of personal information in South Africa reveals the prevalence of

social  disadvantage that credit scoring, as it is currently constituted, contributes to.  The power

dynamics between credit bureaus and consumers are neither earned by the former democratically

nor known by the latter transparently.  Indeed, it remains unclear how constitutional ideals can be

achieved if non-accountable and non-transparent methods are used to foster them.  How, then, is

the panoptic sort of credit scoring dismantled?

8.3.1 Dismantling the panoptic sort of credit scoring

Until three key issues are addressed, it is difficult to see how matters will improve for

those currently disadvantaged by the panoptic sort of credit scoring in South Africa.  The first is

discussed above: the alignment between industry descriptions of credit scoring with constitutional

ideals and legislative protections, yet an incongruence between the operations and social results

of credit scoring and those ideals and protections.  The second stems from the first: is it credit

scoring or the legal framework that needs updating to reflect a more consistent relationship?

How  should  the  balance  between  the  two  be  addressed?   On  the  one  hand,  intellectually
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accessible and readily available education about the back-end of credit scoring will improve the

transparency of credit bureaus’ operations.  On the other hand, a more effective mechanism is

required to hold credit  bureaus accountable to consumers for credit  contracts.  By informing

lenders’ decisions about credit extension to consumers, as is the current industry practice, credit

bureaus escape the responsibility of consumer credit management.  Indeed, just because credit

scoring practices may be “statistically sound”, they are not necessarily in compliance with the

Constitution  (Xpert  Decision  Systems  n.d.-a).   If  a  call  for  reform is  to  stem from critical

scholarship, then a necessary initial step in future research is to more fully understand how and

why an unfairly discriminatory system of credit  scoring comes to be accepted by consumers

(Gandy 1993: 149).  This is especially important because the panoptic sort of credit scoring is

more concerned with avoiding corporate risk than improving the lives of individual consumers.

The third issue is an international one, not least for Africanists who are relatively silent on this

topic.  In many respects, the South African scene serves as a neoliberal springboard for corporate

expansion into other parts of the continent.  There is also much to be gleaned for other parts of

the world from the South African case of credit  scoring described here.   This is  particularly

because  of  parallels  with  individuals’ experiences  of  disadvantage  in  countries  where  credit

scoring  is  well-established,  as  well  as  in  countries  where  multinational  credit  scoring  is  a

relatively new business.  Without wider scholarly attention to the issues that I raise here, there is a

risk  of  the  panoptic  sort  of  credit  scoring  tightening  its  grip  on  questionable  practices  that

undermine values of public accountability and transparency.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions

Interview questions for representatives from financial/risk advisory firms

1. If we keep two points in mind – 1: consumer indebtedness is increasing in South Africa, and 2:

credit  ratings lie at  the centre of credit  applications  – then it  seems that the management of

consumer risk serves only the interest of corporate profits.  Is this correct?  Please explain.

2. In the context of credit, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

3. What are the key factors that place consumers at risk in the credit market?

4. Does consumer risk assessment contribute in any way to social transformation in South Africa?

5. Is credit financing important for South Africans, especially the poor?  If so, why?

6. In the context of credit ratings, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

7.  Which is  more  accurate  in  determining  the  creditworthiness  of  a  Resident:  individualized

personality and trustworthy assessments or algorithmic risk assessments? Please explain.

8. Based on your above response, is there a difference between the meanings of a  trustworthy

person and a low-risk person? Please explain.

9. In assessing risk, does this company use algorithmic methods of risk assessment or qualitative

assessments of consumers’ trustworthiness?  Please explain.

10. Can a comparison be made,  in terms of creditworthiness, between a white credit applicant

from Sandton and a Black credit  applicant from Tembisa?  If so, what can we tell about the

respective credit applicants?

11. Risk goes hand in hand with credit.   With this in mind, what are the ways in which the

National Credit Act’s promotion of a “fair and non-discriminatory marketplace” are met by your

division's focus on risk assessment?

12. What do you understand by “the marketplace” referred to in the previous question?   Is this

the same as “economic markets”?
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13. Do algorithmic methods of risk assessment do a better job than any other method of realizing

the  National  Credit  Act’s promotion of a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”?  Please

explain.

14. Have you ever encountered errors with statistical calculations of risk?  If so, how were these

remedied?  

15. What is the risk profile of the social groups that are i) least successful, and ii) most successful,

in their credit applications?

16.  Are  these  representations  based  on  generalizations  or  are  they  tailored  to  each

individual/business?

17. Do you think most consumers have an understanding of how risk assessments work?  Do you

think it is necessary for them to know?  Please explain.

18. What efforts has this company made to improve its clients' understandings of methods of risk

assessment?

19. Do characteristics such as marital status, gender, postal code or race play roles in one's risk

assessment? Please explain.

20. Do your clients have an understanding of how your company's risk assessment works?  Do

you think it is necessary for them to know?
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Interview questions for credit scoring analysts

1. With the legitimacy granted to credit scoring, it seems that credit card holders or those with

mortgages or student loans have high enough credit ratings to be offered credit financing.  But the

fact that many such borrowers accumulate debt seems to imply that comparatively higher interest

rates attached to high risk consumers serve only the interest of corporate profits.  Is this correct?

Please explain.

2. In the context of credit, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

3. What are the key factors that place consumers at risk in the credit market? 

4. What role does i) your credit bureau, and ii) the NCR, play in facilitating social transformation

in South Africa?

5. Is credit financing important for South Africans, especially the poor?  If so, why?

6. In the context of credit ratings, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

7.  Which is  more  accurate  in  determining  the  creditworthiness  of  a  Resident:  individualized

personality and trustworthy assessments or algorithmic risk assessments? Please explain.

8. Based on your above response, is there a difference between the meanings of a  trustworthy

person and a low-risk person? Please explain.

9.  Why does  this  credit  bureau  use  algorithmic  methods  of  risk  assessment  over  qualitative

assessments of consumers’ trustworthiness? 

10. Can a comparison be made,  in terms of creditworthiness, between a white credit applicant

from Sandton and a Black credit  applicant from Tembisa?  If so, what can we tell about the

respective credit applicants?

11.  What  are  the  ways  in  which  the  National  Credit  Act’s  promotion  of  a  “fair  and  non-

discriminatory marketplace” are met by your company’s methods of credit scoring?

12. What do you understand by “the marketplace” referred to in the previous question?   Is this

the same as “economic markets”?
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13. Do algorithmic methods of risk assessment do a better job than any other method of realizing

the  National  Credit  Act’s promotion of a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”?  Please

explain.

14.  Although the RDP has been abandoned by the government,  it  informed the political  and

economic environment in which the credit bureaus emerged in South Africa.  The RDP was clear

in  its  promotion  of  “prudent  non-discriminatory  lending  criteria,  especially  in  respect  of

creditworthiness and collateral”.  What are the ways in which your methods of credit assessment

sought to meet this requirement?

15. How was it decided that your current method(s) of credit scoring would be suitable to meet

the National Credit Act’s (2005) requirement of promoting non-discrimination in South Africa?

16. Because this credit bureau is a commercial enterprise, it follows that profits need to be made.

How is the profit motive balanced with the main aim of the National Credit Act (2005) which is

to serve the historically disadvantaged and poor majority of South Africans?

17. Do you think that the operations of this credit bureau would be different if they were not

bound by the state’s goal of addressing social transformation through access to credit in South

Africa?  Please explain.

18. Have you ever encountered errors with statistical calculations of risk?  If so, how were these

remedied?  

19. If you had to describe,  in three words, the benefits  that your company gains from credit

scoring, what would they be?

20. If you had to describe, in three words, the benefits that consumers gain from credit scoring,

what would they be?

21. What is the risk profile of the social groups that are i) least successful, and ii) most successful,

in their credit applications?

22. How did such representations come to be?  Are they based on generalizations?
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23. In layman's terms, please explain how your system of credit scoring works. What criteria are

used in your company’s assessments of consumers’ creditworthiness?

24. Do you think most consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you

think it is necessary for them to know?  Please explain.

25. What efforts has your company made to improve consumer understandings of the methods of

credit assessment that determine the terms of their access to credit?

26. Is one's credit rating based on a direct assessment of their individual credit application or on

an algorithmic calibration reliant on the past assessments of other people?

27. Do characteristics such as marital status, gender, postal code or race play roles in algorithmic

scorecard calibrations?  Please explain.

28. Do you think consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you think it

is necessary for them to know? Please explain.

29. With your current methods of credit scoring, is it possible for the personal biases of credit

assessors to influence the underwriting process?  Please explain.
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Interview questions for the representative from the National Credit Regulator

1. With the legitimacy granted to credit scoring, it seems that credit card holders or those with

mortgages or student loans have high enough credit ratings to be offered credit financing.  But the

fact that many such borrowers accumulate debt seems to imply that comparatively higher interest

rates attached to high risk consumers serve only the interest of corporate profits.  Is this correct?

Please explain.

2. In the context of credit, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

3. What are the key factors that place consumers at risk in the credit market?

4. What role does i) the NCR, and ii) credit bureaus, play in facilitating social transformation in

South Africa?

5. Is credit financing important for South Africans, especially the poor?  If so, why?

6. In the context of credit ratings, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

7.  Which is  more  accurate  in  determining  the  creditworthiness  of  a  Resident:  individualized

personality and trustworthy assessments or algorithmic risk assessments? Please explain.

8. Based on your above response, is there a difference between the meanings of a  trustworthy

person and a low-risk person? Please explain.

9. Why do credit bureaus use algorithmic methods of risk assessment over qualitative assessments

of consumers’ trustworthiness? 

10. Can a comparison be made, in terms of creditworthiness, between a white credit applicant

from Sandton and a Black credit  applicant from Tembisa?  If so, what can we tell about the

respective credit applicants?

11.  What  are  the  ways  in  which  the  National  Credit  Act’s  promotion  of  a  “fair  and  non-

discriminatory marketplace” are met by the NCR?

12. What do you understand by “the marketplace” referred to in the previous question?   Is this

the same as “economic markets”?
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13. Do algorithmic methods of risk assessment do a better job than any other method of realizing

the  National  Credit  Act’s promotion of a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”?  Please

explain.

14.  Although the RDP has been abandoned by the government,  it  informed the political  and

economic environment in which the credit bureaus emerged in South Africa.  The RDP was clear

in  its  promotion  of  “prudent  non-discriminatory  lending  criteria,  especially  in  respect  of

creditworthiness and collateral”.   What are the ways in which the credit  bureau's methods of

credit assessment sought to meet this requirement?

15. How was it decided that the credit bureau's current method(s) of credit scoring would be

suitable to meet the National Credit Act’s (2005) requirement of promoting non-discrimination in

South Africa?

16. Because credit bureaus are commercial enterprises, it follows that profits need to be made.

How is the profit motive balanced with the main aim of the National Credit Act (2005) which is

to serve the historically disadvantaged and poor majority of South Africans?

17. Do you think that the operations of the credit bureaus would be different if they were not

bound by the state’s goal of addressing social transformation through access to credit in South

Africa?  Please explain.

18. Have you ever encountered errors with statistical calculations of risk?  If so, how were these

remedied?  

19. What is the risk profile of the social groups that are i) least successful, and ii) most successful,

in their credit applications?

20. How did such representations come to be?  Are they based on generalizations?

21. In layman's terms, please explain how credit scoring works. What criteria are used in credit

bureaus' assessments of consumers’ creditworthiness?
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22. Do you think most consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you

think it is necessary for them to know?  Please explain.

23. What efforts has the NCR made to improve consumer understandings of the methods of credit

assessment that determine the terms of their access to credit?

24. Is one's credit rating based on a direct assessment of their individual credit application or on

an algorithmic calibration reliant on the past assessments of other people?

25. Do characteristics such as marital status, gender, postal code or race play roles in algorithmic

scorecard calibrations?  Please explain.

26. Do you think consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you think it

is necessary for them to know? Please explain.

27. With current methods of credit scoring by the credit bureaus, is it possible for the personal

biases of credit assessors to influence the underwriting process?  Please explain.
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Interview questions for mortgage borrowers

1. Do you i) own the property ii) rent or iii) have a mortgage that you are still paying off?

2. Have you ever made use of a home loan from a bank before?  If so, what sparked your desire

to own property? 

3. Do you feel that the interest rate you were charged was fair? Why or why not?

4. How long have you lived in this house for?

5. If applicable, what neighbourhood did you live in before this one?

6. What is your profession? 

7. What is your means of transport to work?

8. Do you think there are any benefits to having and using a credit card?  If so, what are they?

Have you experienced any of these benefits?  Please explain.

9. Would it bother you if information from your credit card transaction history was analyzed and 

used in ways that sought to control your tastes and preferences?  If so, why?

10. Do you earn air miles or cash back every time you use your credit card?  Does it encourage 

you to use your credit card more often?  

11. Why do you think the above benefit is offered to you?

12. Have you ever been in a situation when you were unable to meet the monthly payments on a

home loan or credit card?  To credit bureaus, this behaviour often increases your credit risk.  In

your specific experiences (perhaps in an instance when you were unable to meet the monthly

payments on a home loan or credit card) do you think that your credit risk should have increased?

Why or why not?

13. In the context of credit, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

14. What do you think the key factors are that place consumers at risk in the credit market?

15. Do you think credit financing plays a role in facilitating social transformation in South Africa,

particularly for the historically disadvantaged?
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16. Is credit financing important for South Africans, especially the poor?  If so, why?

17. In the context of credit financing, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

18.  Which  do  you  think  is  more  accurate  in  assessing  the  creditworthiness  of  consumers:

indivualised personality tests or statistical risk assessments? Why?

19. Based on your above response, do you think there is a difference between the meanings of a

trustworthy person and a low-risk person? Please explain.

20.  The National  Credit  Act  promotes a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”.   In  your

experiences of using a credit card, or applying for a home loan, do you think you were treated

fairly and in a non-discriminatory way?  Please explain.

21. What do you understand by “the marketplace” referred to in the previous question?   Is this

the same as “economic markets”?

22. Do algorithmic methods of risk assessment do a better job than any other method of realizing

the  National  Credit  Act’s promotion of a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”?  Please

explain.

23. Have you ever encountered errors in your interaction with the credit system?  Eg: inaccurate

purchase history on your credit card statement; the bank's failure to record your credit card or

home loan payments?  If so, were these remedied, and how?

24.  If  you had to  describe,  in  three  words,  the  benefits  that  credit  bureaus  gain  from credit

scoring, what would they be?

25. If you had to describe, in three words, the benefits that consumers gain from credit scoring,

what would they be?

26. What are the traits that you think are most characteristic of those credit-seekers who are i)

least successful, and ii) most successful, in their credit applications?

27. What is your understanding of how credit scoring works?
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28. Do you think most consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you

think it is necessary for them to know?  Please explain.

29. In your experiences, do you think that your marital status, gender, postal code or race played

roles in any of your credit applications?  Please explain.
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Interview Questions for students

1. What is your current level of study?

2. Did you apply for a student loan through a bank or UKZN?  

3. What opportunities do you expect the student loan to offer?

4. What are the terms of repayment on the loan?   

5. Do you think you will be able to make all the repayments in good time?

6. What is your plan in the event that you are not able to make the repayments?

7. Do you think the assessors of student loan applications only grant them to those who they think

will

make the repayment in good time?

8. Do you think the conditions are fair?  Please explain.  

9. At UKZN, how able do you think those with student loans (particularly those from historically

disadvantaged communities) are in meeting the repayments of their loans?  Do you think the

terms of the student loans are fair?

10. In the context of credit, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

11. What do you think the key factors are that place students at risk of not being granted a student

loan?

12. Do you think student loans play a role in  facilitating  social transformation in South Africa,

particularly for the historically disadvantaged?

13. Are student loans important for South Africans, especially the poor?  If so, why?

14. In the context of credit financing, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

15.  Which  do  you  think  is  more  accurate  in  assessing  the  creditworthiness  of  students:

indivualised personality tests or statistical risk assessments? Why?

16. Based on your above response, do you think there is a difference between the meanings of a

trustworthy person and a low-risk person? Please explain.
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17. The National  Credit  Act  promotes a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”.   In  your

experiences of applying for a student loan, do you think you were treated fairly and in a non-

discriminatory way? Please explain.

18. What are the traits that you think are most characteristic of those students who are i) least

successful, and ii) most successful, in their student loan applications?

19. What is your understanding of how student loan applications are assessed?  

20. In your experiences, do you think that your marital status, gender, postal code or race played

roles in the outcome of your student loan application?  Please explain.
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Interview questions for the actuary, and commercial banking managers

1. In your experiences, how able are i) credit card holders ii) those with mortgages and iii) those

with student loans, to meet their repayments?  Can you offer any statistics that represent this?

2. In the context of credit, what do you understand by the word ‘risk’?

3. What are the key factors that place consumers at risk in the credit market?

4. What role do credit bureaus play in facilitating social transformation in South Africa?

5. Is credit financing important for South Africans, especially the poor?  If so, why?

6. When you assess applications for credit cards, home loans and student loans, how do you

assess the risk of the applicant?

7.  Which is  more  accurate  in  determining  the  creditworthiness  of  a  Resident:  individualized

personality and trustworthy assessments or algorithmic risk assessments? Please explain.

8. Based on your above response, is there a difference between the meanings of a  trustworthy

person and a low-risk person? Please explain.

9. Why do credit bureaus use algorithmic methods of risk assessment over qualitative assessments

of consumers’ trustworthiness? 

10. Can a comparison be made, in terms of creditworthiness, between a white credit applicant

from Sandton and a Black credit  applicant from Tembisa?  If so, what can we tell about the

respective credit applicants? 

11.  What  are  the  ways  in  which  the  National  Credit  Act’s  promotion  of  a  “fair  and  non-

discriminatory marketplace” are met by methods of credit scoring?

12. What do you understand by “the marketplace” referred to in the previous question?   Is this

the same as “economic markets”?

13. Do algorithmic methods of risk assessment do a better job than any other method of realizing

the  National  Credit  Act’s promotion of a  “fair  and non-discriminatory marketplace”?  Please

explain.
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14. Have you ever encountered errors with statistical calculations of risk?  If so, how were these

remedied?  

15. What is the risk profile of the social groups that are i) least successful, and ii) most successful,

in their credit applications?

16. How did such representations come to be?  Are they based on generalizations?

17. In layman's terms, please explain how credit scoring works. What criteria are used in the

assessments of consumers’ creditworthiness?

18. Do you think most consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you

think it is necessary for them to know?  Please explain.

19. What efforts has this bank made to improve consumer understandings of the methods of credit

assessment that determine the terms of their access to credit?

20. Is one's credit rating based on a direct assessment of their individual credit application or on

an algorithmic calibration reliant on the past assessments of other people?

21. Do characteristics such as marital status, gender, postal code or race play roles in algorithmic

scorecard calibrations?  Please explain.

22. Do you think consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you think it

is necessary for them to know? Please explain.

23. With current methods of credit scoring, is it possible for the personal biases of credit assessors

to influence the underwriting process?  Please explain.
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Interview questions for debt collectors, regional manager of a home loans origination 

company, and real estate agents

1. Why do you think Durbanites want to own property?

2. What are the kinds of factors that contribute to property in one suburb being valued higher than

that in a different suburb?

3. Do you think your clients develop stereotypes about people in different neighbourhoods based

on skin colour?  What are the kinds of perceptions that develop?

4. Do you think credit financing plays a role in facilitating social transformation in South Africa,

particularly for the historically disadvantaged?

5. The National Credit Act (2005) promotes a “fair and non-discriminatory marketplace”.  What

are the ways in which Betterbond promotes this?

6. What is the meaning of “credit risk” ?

7. Do you have statistics of consumer indebtedness emerging from home loans? Source?

8. Academic publications show that consumer home loan debt has increased at least over the last

13 years.  With such a trend, what is the role of your institution in helping to reduce such debt?

9. In your experiences, are there demographic similarities amongst those bond holders in Durban

who fail to meet monthly repayments?

10. While a client might get the same rate from a bank, the advantage of going with BetterBond is

that you motivate for the client to get the lowest possible rate.  How is this motivation provided?

11. Commercial banks have told me that they rely on credit scoring when assessing clients for

home loans. Does the role of BetterBond suggest that credit scoring is not the only influence in

the rate that a client is charged?

12. What do you think the key factors are that place homeowners at risk in the credit market?

13.  Which  do  you  think  is  more  accurate  in  assessing  the  creditworthiness  of  consumers:

individualised personality tests or statistical risk assessments? Why?
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14. Based on your above response, do you think there is a difference between the meanings of a

trustworthy person and a low-risk person? Please explain.

15. Do you think most consumers have an understanding of how credit scoring works?  Do you

think it is necessary for them to know?  Please explain.
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