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Introduction
Section 26(1) of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Hereafter referred to as the 1996 
Constitution) states that ‘everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing’. Low-cost 
houses which became commonly known as ‘Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) 
houses’ befitted government’s approach in responding and respecting the constitutional right to 
adequate housing for all ‘deserving’ South Africans. In terms of the Breaking New Ground Policy of 
2004 a low-cost house is one typology of social housing. In terms of such policy, social housing takes 
various forms such as flats, apartments, cooperative group transitional housing and shared hostels 
in order to include all income groups. In this article, a low-cost house is defined as housing for 
people whose combined monthly household incomes are below R3500 per month. According to 
Tam (2011:156), a low-cost house can be understood as any housing unit which is considered suitable 
for low- and moderate-income earners who are unable to access the housing market. The article 
argues that despite this constitutional ambition the ruling African National Congress (ANC) utilises 
provision of low-cost houses for clientelistic and vote-buying propensities. The argument is premised 
on the view that there has been a neglect of legislative prescripts and frameworks underpinning the 
allocation of low-cost houses with focus shifting to political-scores settling and electioneering.

The year 2015, was declared the year of the Freedom Charter by the South African government 
(Suttner 2015). Amongst other declarations of the Freedom Charter (1955) is that; ‘there shall be 

Background: This article seeks to examine ethical dilemmas and clientelism in the allocation 
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parties in control of government machinery employ low-cost houses as electioneering 
instruments.
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houses, security and comfort for all’. More than 60 years into 
these ambitions and aspirations, millions of South Africans 
continue to live in shacks, thatched houses, subjected to 
squalid conditions and abject poverty (Socio-Economic 
Rights Institute of South Africa 2018). The advent of 
democracy in 1994, presented a window of opportunities 
and prospects for a better South Africa (The World Bank 
2015). This was a stage whereby hopeless South Africans 
saw an opening through the provisions enshrined within 
the 1996 Constitution. It was also an era in which government 
promulgated various pieces of legislation and policies to 
address socio-economic challenges including housing. 
Amongst others, the 1996 Constitution through the Bill of 
Rights (Chapter 2) guarantees rights to housing, social 
security, property, equality and dignity. Despite all this, the 
provision of low-cost housing in South Africa by the three 
spheres (National, Provincial and Local) of government is 
confronted by major challenges (Nattrass 2014). Despite 
good policy intentions of boosting asset ownership, access 
to opportunities and elimination of asset capital poverty 
(Charlton & Kihato 2006), the housing programme is 
concocted and manifested with clientelism in almost all 
aspects from the application processes, actual delivery and 
handing over of title deeds (Rubin 2011). Clientelism and 
vote buying are also utilised as mechanisms for political 
parties (Wantchekin 2003) whereby government houses are 
allocated by politicians to undeserving beneficiaries in 
exchange for votes. Underserving beneficiaries whose 
combined monthly household income exceeds R3500 as per 
the legislative frameworks governing the allocation of low-
cost houses in South Africa. According to Hopkin (2006), 
clientelism is a form of a transaction whereby the patron 
(politicians in power) provide clients (the public) with 
access to the basic means of subsistence and the clients 
reciprocating with a combination of economic goods and 
services and social acts of deference and loyalty. In the 
context of this article and the study conducted, clientelism 
is the exchange of votes and low-cost houses between 
political deployees and the general citizenry. Politicians 
use their discretionary power to create a ‘lock-in effect 
in resource allocation’, (Wantchekin 2003) in this case 
low-cost houses.

The general question in this study is: what are the ethical 
dilemmas and clientelistic tendencies in the allocation of low-
cost houses in the Greater Giyani Local Municipality? To 
guide this question, the following specific research questions 
were used:

• What are the features of clientelism in relation to the 
allocation of low-cost housing in selected communities 
within the Greater Giyani Local Municipality?

• What is the extent of low-cost housing allocation with 
specific reference to selected communities within the 
Greater Giyani Local Municipality?

• What is the extent to which housing policies are 
conformed to in the allocation of low-cost housing within 
the Greater Giyani Local Municipality with specific 
reference to selected communities?

Conceptualising clientelism and 
vote buying: A theoretical overview
The buying of votes through the use of public goods such as 
food parcels, money or even social houses such as low-cost 
houses raises very serious issues of morals and ethics 
(Nattrass 2014). This is because public goods are offered to 
political party’s loyal and affiliated members whilst the 
rightful and qualifying beneficiaries are excluded. Ruling 
political parties are responsible or at least likely to engage in 
vote buying and other clientelistic strategies or the so-called 
‘machine-politics’ as they are entrusted with the control of 
public resources.

Clientelism
Historian, Richard Graham states that clientelism is premised 
upon the principle of ‘take there, give here’ which enables 
both clients and patrons to mutually benefit politically, 
socially and administratively (Roniger 2004). Clientelism is 
the direct exchange of a citizen’s vote in return for direct 
payments or access to employment, goods and services 
(Guardado & Wantchekon 2017). The term clientelism 
creates challenges and confusion in defining because of a 
wide and diverse range of political exchanges, which can be 
subjected to the meaning and definition of the concept. In the 
political space, clientelism specifically relates to the use of 
public resources in exchange for votes. The privileges 
conferred to a client may include amongst others: 
employment opportunities, food parcels, clothing and 
housing, which have been funded through the taxpayer’s 
money. This according to Roniger (2004), implies that the 
patron benefits through selective processes to public 
resources whilst others are excluded. According to Hopkin 
(2006), clientelism is a form of personal, dyadic exchange 
characterised by obligation and unequal power balance 
between the patron and client whereby patrons provide 
clients with access to economic goods and services and social 
acts of deference loyalty. Clientelism can also be understood 
as a political exchange whereby a patron gives patronage in 
exchange for the vote or support of a client (Robinson & 
Verdier 2013). Directly borrowing from the words of Scott 
(1972), clientelism is:

[A] special case of two persons in a tie involving a largely 
instrumental friendship in which an individual of higher socio-
economic status uses his own influence and resources to provide 
protection or benefits, or both, for a person of lower status who, 
for his part, reciprocates by offering general support and 
assistance, including personal services, to the patron. (p. 92)

From Scott’s understanding of clientelism, it can be seen that 
clientelism is a relationship between two individuals with 
one (patron) uses his social class and status to influence a 
poor person (client) to vote for him or his party in exchange 
of material benefits.

In the context of this article, clientelism is viewed as the 
offering of government low-cost houses particularly to poor 
people in exchange for votes in either local government or 
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national elections. The argument is that clients without RDP 
houses are prone to change or be influenced of their political 
choices on the basis of having been offered a house, which he 
did not own before. It is no doubt that with the high 
prevalence and the unfairness in the distribution and 
allocation of low-cost housing that votes are being bought.

Vote buying
Vote buying is a transaction between candidates and 
electorates to whom goods are distributed to the latter in 
exchange of electoral support for the former. According to 
Gonzalez-Ocantos et al. (2015), vote buying is one of the 
viable clientelistic approaches that has the potential to reduce 
voter turnout. It can therefore be deduced that there is a 
strong relationship between vote buying and turnout buying 
as clientelistic strategies adopted by political parties seeking 
to win the machinery of government. It can further be drawn 
that political parties may also utilise the mixture of clientelistic 
strategies rather than depending on a single one. Vote buying 
is a strategy that may be seen as unambiguously harmful for 
democracy as it undermines free and fair elections (Schaffer 
& Schedler 2007) by allowing those parties controlling public 
resources to manipulate the poor. Nichter (2008) argued that 
implications of this clientelistic strategy are ambiguous as it 
increases political participation equality by inducing the 
poor to vote.

This article acknowledges that other studies (see Aduwo 
2011; Ajayi 2012; Mathebula 2020; Ngwadla 2005; Ngxubaza 
2010; Ntema 2011; Sabela 2014; Sadeque 2013) have been 
carried out on the provision and allocation of low-cost 
houses. However, this article bears its uniqueness as it 
critically tackles the inherent ethical dilemmas and clientelism 
related to the allocation of low-cost housing.

Research methods
In an attempt to understand the clientelism and vote buying 
and its extent in the allocation of low-cost housing in the 
Greater Giyani Municipality area, this article adopted a 
mixed-methods approach whereby a questionnaire was 
distributed to solicit primary data using predetermined 
questions in the form of Likert Rate Scales. The questionnaire 
comprised five scales: strongly agree, agree, neutral, strongly 
disagree and disagree. Supplementary interviews were also 
conducted as a form of a qualitative approach of data 
collection so that some views can be used to complement the 
quantitative elements. Residents from Thomo, Muyexe, 
Homu, Ndhambhi, Ngove, Mphagani, Nhlaniki, Mapuve, 
Nkurhi and Xikukwani villages under the jurisdiction of the 
Greater Giyani Local Municipality were randomly selected 
so that a generalisation can be drawn in relation to the 
impact of clientelism and vote buying in low-cost housing 
provision. A purposive sampling technique was adopted 
whereby 300 participants were selected on the basis of their 
knowledge and expertise on ethical dilemmas in relation to 
the allocation of low-cost houses. Purposive or judgemental 
sampling technique involve selecting certain units or case 

‘based on specific purpose rather than randomly’ (Teddlie & 
Yu 2007:80). Amongst the 300 participants, 150 were 
respondents who benefited from low-cost houses whilst the 
other half were those ‘deemed’ to be qualifying beneficiaries 
but have not received houses despite the fact that they have 
applied. Quantitative data were subjected to a Statistical 
Package of Social Sciences (SPSS) whilst data collected from 
interviews were categorised into specific thematic areas and 
analysed as such.

Presentation of data, analysis and 
results
Before data were collected, letters of permission to conduct the 
study were addressed to traditional leaders and traditional 
councils, respectively. Community residents voluntarily 
participated in the study. All ethical considerations governing 
research at the University were thoroughly explained. As a 
result of high levels of illiteracy in the selected village areas, 
some respondents were assisted in their home languages in 
responding to the set questions and scales. Supplementary 
interviews were conducted with community members with a 
view of following up to questions as presented in the 
questionnaire. The idea was that residents might want to say 
more than what has already been presented in the questionnaire. 
The data were therefore presented in different themes.

Political affiliation in the allocation of 
low-cost houses
The rationale for probing political affiliation in the allocation 
of low-cost houses was to solicit views on whether those with 
RDP houses got them by virtue of being affiliated to the 
ruling party. The Greater Giyani Municipality as the unit of 
analysis is currently governed by the ANC. Summary of the 
results are presented in Figure 1 with itsdescription.

The findings of the given figure indicate that majority (34%) 
of the respondents strongly disagree that political affiliation 
is used in the allocation of low-cost houses. That is followed 
by 25% of the respondents who disagree that political 
affiliation is used in the allocation of low-cost houses. On the 
contrary, 20% of the respondents agree, 16% strongly agree 
whilst only 5% of the respondents are neutral. Collectively, 
59% of the respondents negate the fact that political party 
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FIGURE 1: Allocating RDP houses using political affiliation.
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affiliation has anything to do in the allocation of low-cost 
houses. However, 36% (20% + 16%) of the respondents who 
are of the view that political affiliation in the allocation of 
low-cost houses cannot be underestimated. On the basis 
of this, it can be deduced that the case of the prevalence of 
political affiliation in low-cost housing is not very clear, this 
is given the fact that 5% of the respondents are undecided on 
the question. It can therefore be concluded on the basis of 
findings that there is no or little relationship between political 
affiliation and the allocation of low-cost houses. These 
findings are contrary to the findings of the study conducted 
by Bahre (2011), who holds that, whilst corruption is rife, 
political affiliation is used in the allocation of public resources 
such as social houses. The article therefore argues that 
respondents who don’t have houses have agreed to an 
existing relationship between housing allocation and political 
party affiliation. Furthermore, opposition party members are 
also likely to hold a view of such an existing relationship.

Political connection and housing allocation
Unlike affiliation which refers to membership of a party, 
political connection refers to preferential treatment for those 
in close proximity to incumbents controlling public resources 
through the enactment of favourable policies and conducive 
environment for the purposes of illicit access to public 
resources (Akouwerabou 2016). In the context of this article, 
political connection is used to refer to preferential treatment 
of potential voters by politicians in power in the allocation of 
low-cost houses. This manifests whether or not the potential 
voters are loyal and affiliated party members. This study 
therefore asked the respondents whether low-cost houses 
were allocated based on their close connectedness with the 
politicians? Figure 2 presents the findings whilst its analysis 
is provided later.

The findings in the given figure indicate that majority 
(28%) of the respondents strongly disagree that political 
connections are used in the allocation of low-cost houses. 
Respondents who disagree and strongly agree on the 
relationship between low-cost houses allocation and 
political connection each scored 23%. Furthermore, 18% of 
the respondents agree, whilst 8% is undecided on whether 
low-cost houses are allocated on the basis of political 
connection. This finding fails to paint a clearer picture as 
collectively, 51% of the respondents disagree, whereas 41% 
agree. It must however be conceded that respondents 

might have failed to comprehend the meaning of political 
connection particularly in the context of low-cost housing. 
Having to rely on the statistics on this and Figure 1 it can 
however be concluded that issues of political connections 
in the allocation of low-cost housing in the area of study 
are prevalent.

Joining a political party promising a house
The rationale for probing this theme was to solicit the views 
of respondents on the potential of low-cost houses in 
persuading voters in changing their voting patterns and 
joining another political party. Put simply, the question 
arising would be whether political parties promising 
respondents low-cost houses would persuade them through 
promises to join another political party?

The findings of the given figure indicate that there is a 
strong relationship between low-cost housing and 
respondents being promised a house to join a political party. 
A total of 36% of the respondents strongly agree that they 
would join a political party promising them a low-cost 
house, whilst 28% of the respondents agree. A total of 16% of 
the respondents disagree that they would join a political 
party promising them a low-cost house, whilst 14% strongly 
disagree. A mere 6% of the respondents are undecided on 
their choices to join a political party on the basis of a mere 
promise. The given findings confirm the literature in the 
sense that non-voters and non-affiliated members through 
the clientelistic approach of double persuasion are likely to 
be induced into voting processes as they initially don’t 
believe in any ideology of any political party. Double 
persuasion confers benefits to potential electorates for the 
purposes of inducing their voting choices and participation 
in the processes (Gans-Morse, Mazzuca & Nichter 2014). 
Even though majority of electorates in matured democracies 
elect political parties based on ideologies, clientelistic 
parties use double persuasion as a clientelistic strategy. 
Chubb (1982) is of the view that double persuasion is a 
strategy whereby machineries distribute benefits to non-
voters who normally had varying political ideologies from 
those of machineries.

It is somehow mindboggling to think that some respondents 
are unlikely to join a political party promising them a house. 
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FIGURE 2: Political connections used in the allocation of low-cost houses.
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In a supplementary interview, one of the respondents 
indicated that they would never join any political party, even 
if they were promised a job or money. According to the 
respondent politicians are liars and rely on promises to 
gain votes, then disappear. Another respondent stated that 
promises are made and remain as such, as they are still 
waiting on water and tar roads.

These and other sentiments are a clear indication that some 
people on the ground no longer listen to the promises of 
politicians and would therefore not be induced into joining 
political parties and voting for them.

Voting a political party promising a house
The data and results above were meant to test the relationship 
between promises for a housing and voting for a political 
party concerned. It must therefore be borne in mind that, 
even if the respondents would have either agreed to join a 
political party on the basis of having been promised a low-
cost house that would not necessarily mean that they would 
vote for such a political party in elections. The question to 
the respondents was therefore, whether they would vote for 
a political party that promises them a low-cost house?

The results in the given figure indicate that 34% of the 
respondents strongly agree that they would vote for a 
political party promising them low-cost houses. On the 
contrary, 21% of the respondents disagree whilst 11% 
strongly disagree. Furthermore, 19% of the respondents 
agree that they would vote a political party promising them 
a low-cost house whilst 15% are undecided or neutral. From 
these findings it can be seen that 53% (34% + 19%) agrees to 
the fact that promises for low-cost housing have the potential 
to influence them to vote for a political party promising 
houses. It can therefore be concluded on the basis of these 
results that political parties promising voters a house have 
the potential of increasing their membership and poll 
results. These findings also serve to confirm the perused 

literature on the potential of public goods on voters changing 
their political choices and voting behaviour (Van de Walle 
2003). Furthermore, in a survey conducted by Patel et al. 
(2014), in three selected poor settlements in South Africa, 
65% of the respondents held that they would vote for a party 
that promises to look after their households by any means 
whilst 59% would vote for a party that provided them with 
social grants.

Changing a political party for a promised house
The last two figures of this section of the data analysis were 
aimed at establishing the relationship between the allocation 
of low-cost houses with the influence to join and vote for a 
political party promising them low-cost houses. The data in 
the given figure were probed for the purposes of understanding 
the influence and the relationship between a promise for a 
low-cost house and the respondents’ willingness to switch 
between political parties. Respondents were asked to reply to 
a statement on whether they would change their current 
political party to one that promises them a low-cost house.

The findings of the given figure indicate that a majority of 
39% of the respondents agree that they would change their 
political party if another party promised them a low-cost 
house, whilst 14% strongly agree. Furthermore, 25% of the 
respondents disagree that they would change their current 
political party to another that promises them a low-cost 
house whilst 18% strongly disagree. Only 4% of the 
respondents were neutral and undecided on whether they 
would change their current political parties to a party 
promising them a low-cost house. On an average, 53% of 
the respondents agree that they would change their current 
political parties to another party promising them low-cost 
houses. On the contrary 43% (14% + 39%) of the respondents, 
which is a substantial number, are of the view that they will 
not change to a political party that promises them a low-
cost house. It can therefore be concluded that although 
majority of the respondents are of the view that there is a 
strong relationship between the allocation of low-cost 
houses and changing a political party.

Findings of the three given figures are confirmed by the 
results of a survey conducted by Patel et al. (2014) in South 
Africa as indicated here:

FIGURE 5: Changing a political party.
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FIGURE 4: Promises can lead to voting for a party.
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People benefited from low-cost houses for 
having affiliated to the African National 
Congress
The rationale for specifically probing affiliation to the ANC 
was solely based on the fact that the Greater Giyani Local 
Municipality is an ANC-governed municipality. Furthermore, 
majority of South African municipalities and the national 
government are ANC governed. In terms of the perused 
literature, governing political parties use public resources 
such as low-cost houses in exchange for votes during 
elections. Hence in this section, the reason for the probe was 
to solicit views on whether the governing ANC is clientelistic 
in allocating low-cost houses.

Findings of the given figure indicate that 31% of the 
respondents strongly disagree that those beneficiaries 
with low-cost houses are affiliated to the ANC whilst 21% 
disagree. On the contrary, 20% of the respondents strongly 
agree that those with low-cost houses are affiliated 
members of the ruling ANC whilst 17% agree. Lastly, only 
11% of the respondents were undecided. On the aggregate 
52% of the respondents dispute the fact that political 
affiliation particularly to the ruling political party is used 
in the allocation of low-cost houses. On the one hand, only 
11% of the respondents were undecided. On the aggregate 
52% of the respondents dispute the fact that political 
affiliation particularly to the ruling political party is used 
in the allocation of low-cost houses. It can be argued that 
respondents who are of the view that political affiliation is 
used in the allocation of low-cost houses could be those 
deserving beneficiaries who have not received houses 
from government. The given findings however do not 
really give a clearer picture of the reality on the ground, 
especially when 11% of the respondents are hesitant to 
give a straightforward response. However, the findings are 
contrary to the literature of parties such as the Peronist in 
Argentine (Nichter 2008) which used its control of state 
machinery to allocate public goods and services in 
exchange for votes.

Conclusion and recommendations
The aim of this article was to investigate clientelism and 
vote buying in the allocation of low-cost houses in the 
Greater Giyani Municipality, Limpopo province using 10 
selected villages within the jurisdiction of the Municipality. 
The conclusion therefore is that there seem to exist certain 
elements of clientelism and vote buying in relation to the 
allocation of low-cost houses. Based on the analysis of 
data, the researcher cannot establish a significant 
correlation between clientelism and vote buying in the 
allocation of low-cost houses. This may be attributed to 
sample of participants that were selected for the study. The 
sample of participants made up of those with houses and 
those without houses, this may have influenced their 
responses. It would seem that there is still a strong belief 
amongst residents that low-cost housing allocation was 
influenced by relations and influence of political parties. 
Against this background the article proposes:

• For a low-cost housing system that is free from political 
interference. It was found in the study that political 
parties rely on low-cost houses as electioneering 
machinery (i.e. clientelism). Therefore, politics must be 
removed from the execution of the housing function so 
that it remains a function of government executive 
institutions.

• For the amendment of the Electoral Act (73 of 1998). The 
aim was to guard against unfair electoral practices such 
as clientelism and vote-buying phenomena. This is so 
important as political parties do not have an equal 
playing field during electioneering because of the lack of 
resources, which are used to campaign for votes. In 
other words, there is unfair competition in electoral 
processes.

• For civic and democratic education and civil rights. This 
is so important particularly in rural areas such as those 
that formed part of this study. This is so as majority of the 
citizenry lack understanding with regard to their rights to 
receiving services such as low-cost houses. Majority of 
the respondents in this study were of the view that the 
governing ANC is responsible for ensuring that they 
receive houses whilst this is a fundamental basic right as 
enshrined in the 1996 Constitution.

Source: Patel, L., Sadie, Y., Graham, V., Delany, A. & Baldry, K., 2014, Voting behaviour and the 
influence of social protection. A study of voting behaviour in three poor areas in South Africa, 
Centre for Social Development in Africa, University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg.

FIGURE 6: Agreements with statements relating to voting for a party based on 
potential benefits, by party preference.
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