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Waste is an increasing global environmental issue. South Africa’s informal sector plays a
crucial role in diverting recyclables from landfills. Despite their indispensable contributions,
informal recyclers form part of a societal group that is marginalised, negatively labelled and
deemed “disposable’ under neoliberal capitalist structures. This article draws on data from
interviews held with 21 participants who work in the informal recycling sector in Ggeberha
(formerly Port Elizabeth) in South Africa. It investigates the participants” own perceptions
of their societal role, of which four became prominent, namely: (1) cleaners of the
environment, (2) providers for dependents, (3) informal environmental educators and (4)
community uplifters. We argue that the participants’ positive self-views can be seen as a
powerful counter-narrative that challenges harmful prevailing stereotypes, which allows
for a more nuanced perception of their lives and labour. Their positive self-perceptions and
resourcefulness should not be interpreted as an endorsement of neoliberal capitalism that
compels them to actively combat stigmatisation. Instead, their determination to resist
negative stereotypes simultaneously underscores the necessity of confronting stigmatisation
in society.

Transdisciplinary contribution: The parallel themes of agency and autonomy in both
informal recycling and entrepreneurship prompt a reconsideration of the conventional
entrepreneurial discourse and its applicability to marginalised communities. We recommend
that informal recyclers” accumulated knowledge, skill set and well-being be acknowledged
to ensure their dignity and that their labour is valued.

Keywords: informal recycling; waste management; waste reclaimer; waste picker;

entrepreneurship; skills development; social role; disposability.

Introduction

It is undeniable that the proliferation of waste and its widespread implications have become
more than a problem on a global scale. In South Africa, the informal recycling industry plays a
significant role in the country’s waste management systems.! The informal recycling sector
contributes to recovering between 80% and 90% of post-consumer paper and packaging,
measured by weight.? This means that most of the recycled materials in South Africa are
recovered by informal recyclers. Diverting recyclables from landfills saves municipalities
between R309 and R749 million annually.®> Despite informal recyclers’ resourcefulness and
contribution to diverting recyclables from landfills, they remain poor, marginalised and
negatively labelled.*>*

This article draws on qualitative semi-structured interviews with recyclable material sellers
(street and landfill waste reclaimers) and buyers (buy-back centre managers and employees or
sorters) in Gqeberha (formerly Port Elizabeth) in South Africa’s Eastern Cape
Province. These two groups form the informal recycling sector, and we use the term “informal
recyclers’ to refer to both together. Further along the value chain are large recycling
facilities and manufacturers that make use of recycled materials to produce goods.” We
foreground the participants” perceptions by providing them with a platform to speak back at
discourses that assume their lives and labour to be as disposable as the materials they work
with.

We argue that crossing the disciplinary boundaries of environmental humanities, sociology and
psychology, and incorporating participants” perspectives challenges prevailing stereotypes that
overlook their well-being and invaluable contributions to waste management in South Africa.
This approach aligns well with transdisciplinarity’s ‘synthesis of ... disciplines from within and
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beyond academia to tackle so-called wicked societal
problems’.® This has the potential to change the public’s
widespread negative narratives associated with waste.

In South Africa, an array of (predominantly quantitative)
research projects is dedicated to the politics of waste,
waste reclaimers and informal recycling, although
predominantly focussed on the provinces of Gauteng,
Free State and the Western Cape has been conducted.*?10111213
Common research topics include informal recycling
economies and job creation®'; entrepreneurial opportunities
of buy-back centres’; waste reclaimers’ incomes®!; the
potential health threats they face'’; their gender'’; wellbeing'®;
their marginality and stigmatisation in society*!*!; their
livelihoods”'3120 and the struggle for integration into
formal waste management systems.®'*?! Research on informal
recycling in the Eastern Cape remains limited** and usually
forms part of a national study.***

As one of the provinces historically most deeply affected
by colonisation and apartheid, with persisting high
unemployment rates, research in the area is essential in
addressing this lacuna. By exploring how informal recyclers
in this province resist societal perceptions of disposability,
this article contributes to the topic of waste work both in
theory and in practice. It advances theoretical discussions on
neoliberal capitalism, waste studies and disposability theory.
This in turn informs practical considerations for local
policymakers, stakeholders and the broader public that
emphasise the necessity of approaches to waste management
that recognise informal recyclers” agency.

Our article, and the study from which it emanates, is centred
on two objectives. Firstly, we aim to understand informal
recycling in Ggeberha by exploring participants’ perspectives
and societal roles. Secondly, we seek to provide insights for
policy development that respects the needs and expertise of
informal recyclers, while advocating for more empowering
terminology in the broader discourse on waste. Considering
this, this article aims to answer the following two questions:

® As informal recyclers, how do the participants perceive their
societal role?

e What do these views reveal about the stigmatisation,
socio-economic positions, and the economic and social systems
in which the participants find themselves?

This article consists of six sections. In the ‘Literature review’
section we provide an overview of informal recycling in South
Africa. In the section “Theoretical framework: Disposable lives’
we use philosopher and political theorist Achille Mbembe’s
(2003) concept of ‘disposability’ to lay out how neoliberal
capitalism has created its own excess.” The ‘Methodology’
section presents the study’s methodological underpinnings. In
the ‘Findings’ section we delve into the study’s findings with a
particular focus on four prominent societal roles participants
see themselves as fulfilling through their labour. The
‘Discussion’ section consider the impact of these results,
namely: (1) how the participants’ understanding of and
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engagement with their work serve as a form of resistance to
their presumed disposability, and (2) how neoliberal
capitalism, in the first place, proliferates the disposability they
are forced to resist. We conclude with recommendations for
more inclusive policies that draw on informal recyclers” own
understanding of their societal role, instead of the public’s
assumptions about their value.

Literature review

Informal waste reclaimers have played an active role in
collecting recyclables in South Africa since the 1990s,
although collecting reusable materials had been a common
practice in the country for many decades already.? Waste
reclaimers are typically divided into street reclaimers and
landfill reclaimers. The former collect waste from refuse left
in public spaces, such as sidewalks and municipal bags,
while the latter operate at landfill sites, where waste is
deposited. The South African Waste Sector Survey? indicates
that the informal waste sector could be twice, or even thrice,
as large as the formal waste sector. Very little reliable data
on the number of informal waste reclaimers in South Africa
exist. Most theorists estimate that this number can be
anything between 60000 and 90000,"*** but it could be as
high as 215000.® This does not include buy-back centre
managers or employees, so the number of ‘informal
recyclers’ (as used in the article) would be even higher.

Reclaiming recyclable waste is labour-intensive, mostly
unregulated, often unsafe and offers little financial stability
for the recyclers.” There are significant variations in
income, which is influenced by the geographic areas where
they work, available recyclables, the reclaimers’ gender
and age, and the prices of the buy-back centres they
frequent.>"” Based on the South African minimum wage of
R27.58 per hour, a 40-h work week would generate a
minimum income of R4412.80 per month. All monthly
estimates provided by other studies are below the
minimum wage.?"*!* Reclaimers are regularly in ‘a highly
precarious situation” because their incomes are based
‘directly on their work rates, yet subject to the local
availability of recyclable materials and the global
fluctuations in the commodity prices of the materials they
collect’.” Similar uncertainties apply to buy-back centres.'

The main reasons people engage in informal recycling are
poverty and structural unemployment. Notably, the
country’s unemployment rate, reaching an alarming
31.9%, stands among the highest globally.®® The Eastern
Cape has persistently been the province with the highest
unemployment rate in South Africa over the past decade,
currently at 38.8%.% A substantial portion of South Africa’s
informal sector thus consists of ‘self-employed survivalist
entrepreneurs’ trying to counter the effects of poverty and
meet basic needs.™

Black people are the societal group relying most heavily on a
precarious and small income from recycling materials
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informally. This is largely because, during apartheid, areas
designated for black communities by the ruling white party
were situated far from the core of white cities and thus
economic activity. These areas were also commonly in
proximity to zones already designated for industrial
activities, including landfill sites.?” The zones designated for
waste disposal were deemed of no value to municipalities.'
The persistent correlation of black communities with
neglected spaces, poverty and waste established a cyclical
pattern that perpetuated the perception of them as
expendable.

Well after the onset of democracy, this social stigma continues
to be extended to informal recyclers whose proximity to and
dependence on the recyclables they collect reinforce harmful
stereotypes, which subject them to parallel experiences
of rejection and exclusion.*® Informal recyclers are also
commonly associated with poverty and homelessness, crime,
and alcohol and drug abuse.* Based on their appearance, there
is a public tendency to stigmatise them as ‘smelly, stupid, poor,
dirty and messy’.* These associations inhibit them from
presenting themselves as ‘approachable trustworthy’.* This is
continuously compounded by racism and discrimination.” To
situate this stigmatisation within the broader societal and
economic systems, wenow turn to the concept of ‘disposability’.

Theoretical framework: Disposable lives

Modernity’s supposedly ‘forward-moving’ trajectory, such
as the relentless forces of economic growth, has brought
about a division of society with producers and consumers on
the one hand, and outcasts on the other?® It exhibits a
preference for the white over black, rich over the poor, new
over the used and the central over the marginal. Consequently,
capitalism not only produces an excess of discarded objects
inundating the planet, but it also results in billions of
marginalised individuals, often along racial lines, who are
treated as societal ‘rejects’: the unemployed, asylum seekers,
beggars, migrants and informal recyclers.® This is
perpetuated by global neoliberal capitalism, a version of
capitalism on the rise since the 1970s, ‘globally associated
with liberalisation and deregulation, particularly the idea
that labour should be flexible’”* In the contemporary
neoliberal necropolitical context, these individuals are
considered superfluous to the capitalist system that is driven
by profit. By being relegated to the fringes of society, these
humans assume the characteristics of waste materials,
designated as ‘disposable’.?%

By drawing on the concept of ‘disposability’, particularly as
theorised by Mbembe, this study contributes to the discourse
on waste, postcolonial studies and critical race theory in
the examination of power structures and resistance.
‘Disposability” is often applied in discussions related to
bio- and necro-politics. It involves examining how
certain populations or groups are treated as expendable in
socio-political and economic systems. The concept of

Page 3 of 10 . Original Research

http://www.td-sa.net . Open Access

disposability has been explored by various scholars, often
in the context of critical theory, political philosophy and
social studies. It ties in with, for instance, Zygmunt
Bauman’s® ‘wasted lives’ (the disposability of certain
individuals under capitalism); Giorgio Agamben’s (1998)*
‘bare life” (life stripped of legal and political protection);
Lucy Bell’s* ‘living waste’ (an extension of ‘wasted lives’
that foregrounds materiality) and Judith Butler’s (2009)
notion of “grievable lives’ (how certain lives are considered
worthy of mourning or protection and others not).* In 2003,
Mbembe published a study entitled ‘Necropolitics” in Public
Culture, where the concept was explored in-depth for the
first time in English. Bauman and Agamben feature as clear
influences throughout the discussion. The article became
the third chapter of Mbembe’s 2019 book, acting as a
‘conceptual core that tied together the rest of the monograph,
where the presence of Waste Theory permeates his
necropolitical approach to the contemporary world’.* We
agree with Martin Fernandez that Mbembe’s thinking
around disposability stands as a:

[M]ajor contribution to the field of waste studies, in that it
encloses a reflection on the racial other as ‘human waste’ from a
perspective that has not been sufficiently studied.*

Historically, capitalism has been entwined with the
exploitation and subjugation of marginalised racial groups,
evident in practices such as colonialism and slavery, serving
the interests of privileged classes.”” Capitalist structures have
perpetuated racial hierarchies, facilitating the concentration
of wealth and power among white people while marginalising
black people. According to Mbembe,* the unique intertwining
of race and capitalism in South Africa, shaped by colonial
and discriminatory histories, has led many individuals to
consistently assume the form of waste. In the case of informal
recyclers, who also face dangerous working conditions and
negative societal perceptions that cast them as being
expendable, Mbembe’s thinking assists in elucidating the
dynamics at play. Under capitalism, black informal recyclers
are considered easily replaceable, leading to alack of attention
to ensure safe working conditions or providing adequate
access to food, housing or healthcare.

Racialisation and classing processes render some lives ‘less
valuable’ than others, which in turn makes them apparently
‘fit’” to work at the fringes of society.®*® Throughout South
African history:

[S]quandering and wasting black lives has been an intrinsic part
of the logic of capitalism, especially in those contexts in which
race is central to the simultaneous production of wealth and of
superfluous people.®

Systems shape labour; labour in turn shapes bodies, and
bodies live in and move through the world. Therefore, we
emphasise that we situate the use of the term “disposability”
to describe bodies, lives and capitalist labour within the
country’s historical context. Humanism, a ‘racially exclusive
ideological discourse in the heyday of conquest and
occupation’, Mbembe explains:
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[W]as predicated on the belief that a difference of colour was a
difference of species. Race in particular did not simply become a
crucial, pervasive dimension of colonial domination and
capitalist exploitation. Turned into law, it was also used as a
privileged mechanism for turning black life into waste — a race
doomed to wretchedness, degradation, abjection and servitude.®

To think differently about the myth that relates blackness
to waste, as perpetuated by colonial and apartheid pasts, it
is necessary to broaden the ‘traditional definition of
“waste” and consider the human itself as a waste product
at the interface of race and capitalism’.* The vital labour
performed by informal recyclers, Mbembe® would argue,
is a radical example of the dialectics of value and
disposability. Gaining insights into the ways in which
informal recyclers understand their work, how they
interact with ‘waste’, how they develop entrepreneurial
and other skills, navigate potential dangers, and how they
undertake their role in society is vital in determining the
potential futures of waste management and livelihoods in
South Africa’s informal sector.

Research methods and design

This article draws on 21 semi-structured interviews with
participants, including waste sellers, waste buyers and waste
sorters. The qualitative research study that the interviews
formed part of was designed and implemented by the two
authors of this article, who also analysed its findings. A
qualitative research design allows researchers to examine
the complexities of participants’ perceptions and experiences.
This enables one to make nuanced suggestions about the
improvement of working conditions, access to resources and
the workers’” well-being.* The interview questions were
developed by the researchers based on the lack of qualitative
data on informal recyclers” own perceptions of their societal
roles. It spanned topics of work routines, role divisions,
engagement with materials, work-related challenges and
achievements, access to resources, discrimination, pride and
skills. The open-ended questions were deliberately designed
to give participants the opportunity to discuss any topic they
wanted beyond the scope of the study, which fostered the
idea of an informal and comfortable discussion.

Between April and July 2023, we conducted interviews at six
locations in Ggeberha, South Africa, where people work with
recyclable materials. These spaces comprised three buy-back
centres of varying sizes, one recycling swap shop, one
informal mobile buyer and one scrap metal buy-back centre.
We initially envisioned conducting interviews at buy-back
centres only. Although we were aware of several buy-back
centres across Gqeberha that could potentially form part of
the study, we soon realised that many of them no longer exist
or are not fully operational because of financial strain, in
some cases caused by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Therefore, we also included other types of spaces where
recycling takes place. The study also included six participant
observation sessions (during which we documented movement
in the space and how humans interacted with recyclable
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materials, bags, trolleys, money and other objects). The data
from these sessions fall beyond the scope of this article.

Before data collection commenced, the managers of these
spaces were contacted to establish rapport and explain the
study’s scope. This ensured transparency between the
participants and the researchers. All the managers provided
written consent for us to be on the premises for data
collection. Using a combination of convenience and snowball
sampling, we reached interview participants through their
affiliation with at least one of these six spaces. Convenience
sampling involved interviewing any willing volunteers who
met the criteria (being affiliated with the site as a buyer,
seller or sorter, and being older than 18 years) and were
present at the site during our visits. Where we used snowball
sampling, we asked participants to refer us to other possible
participants. We also relied on referrals from the managers.
Because of the referrals and introduction by a middleman,
we were well-received, which further highlighted the
important role of contextualising one’s role within the
network one is studying.

Participants were between 22 years and 72 years old. They
included eight waste reclaimers (a combination of street
and landfill workers), eight buy-back centre managers and
five sorters who work at buy-back centres. Under certain
circumstances, some managers and sorters also acted as
reclaimers in their ‘free” time. Interviews typically spanned
between 45 and 60 min. In five instances, participants had
work commitments, which resulted in shorter interviews.
Fifteen interviews were conducted in English, one in isiXhosa,
two in English and isiXhosa, and three in Afrikaans. One
researcher speaks English and Afrikaans and the other speaks
English and isiXhosa. Both were present for the interviews
giving the participant the opportunity to speak in their
preferred language between the three.

All interviews were transcribed and translated into English
(where they were in isiXhosa or Afrikaans) by the researchers.
Transcriptions and other notes were uploaded onto the widely
recognised reputable qualitative data analysis program
Atlas.ti. It allowed for rigorous and reliable identification of
codes with which to dissect ‘complex phenomena hidden in
unstructured data’.** After familiarising ourselves with the
transcripts, we manually labelled segments of the text to create
initial codes for the data. After this, we started grouping codes
together to identify significant themes. We systematically
reviewed the themes to ensure that they accurately captured
the data and meaningfully answered the research questions.
The analysis process involved regular refinement of the codes
and themes to ensure accurate and reliable findings. Interview
quotations cited in this article are verbatim.

Ethical considerations

The research project was approved by the Humanities Ethics
Committee at Nelson Mandela University in February 2023
(Ethics Clearance Number H/22/HUM/SA - 0012). All
procedures performed in this study were in accordance with
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the ethical standards of the institutional research committee.
The participants’ anonymity and safety were respected
throughout. Participants signed a consent form before the
start of the interview, had the opportunity to ask questions
and were free to withdraw at any stage (none withdrew).
Participants were eager to take part, generally expressed
curiosity and most conversed with openness. Participants are
referred to by self-selected pseudonyms.

Results

Providing a platform: Participants’ views on
their societal role

Through this research, we follow Mbembe in making a
conscious attempt to ‘retrieve life and “the human” from a
history of waste’.® To achieve this, we asked participants
questions that moved beyond the perimeters of their
challenges and hardships, and into their personal sense of
development, belonging and skills. We largely shared
migration scholar Natasha Iskander’s* experience while
researching migrant workers in Qatar in the build-up towards
the 2022 FIFA Soccer World Cup. Many of her participants,
assuming that she was a human rights researcher or journalist,
began by listing their ample grievances and challenges:

‘Their body language tended to be closed, and their answers
perfunctory, reflecting a sense, I suspect, that although the
information would be used, it would have little impact on their
conditions. In those instances, I recorded their answers, but
then gently added questions about skills along with what they
had learned, what they felt mastery in, and how they shared
their knowledge with their colleagues. With that turn, the
interview invariably opened up. The workers I spoke with
were keen to describe their areas of competence, and many felt
pride at describing the effort and thoughtfulness that learning
those skills had required’.*! (Iskander)

This prompted her participants to share more personal
stories, which was also the case in our own research. It
became clear that the participants were hardworking
individuals with a strong work ethic. Beyond their
commitment to their work, they also led complex personal
lives. For example, while discussing access to technology,
Ntombuvuyo (32) proudly mentioned that besides her work
as a sorter at a buy-back centre, she was also the founder of a
Facebook group that already assisted 50 women in Ggeberha
to find work. In this section, we focus on participants’ views
of the societal role they saw themselves fulfilling through
their labour, and what this meant for their personal well-
being, confidence and sense of self. Our findings revealed
that participants expressed four prominent roles, namely: (1)
cleaning the environment, (2) providing for dependents, (3)
serving as informal environmental educators and (4) uplifting
their community.

Role 1: ‘l am cleaning the environment’

The most frequent response was related to cleaning
the environment. More than half of the participants
demonstrated an awareness of the relationship between
recycling as a waste management practice and waste-related
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environmental issues (such as pollution, health problems
and diseases). They were strongly aware of how their labour
alleviated these issues:

‘[1t's a good thing that we’re cleaning.” (Siphokazi)
‘[I]f our environment is clean, it’s a better smell, it's better for

breathing, it’s a better environment. For everyone. So, a safer,
cleaner place for us, it’s a better South Africa.” (Solly)

A participant explained that she doesn’t like it when the
place is dirty, because she does not feel right. Asking her how
she would describe her role, she explained that:

‘Tjust tell the people who ask, we make, uh ... our land is clean,
because the recycle is very important ... And then you must ...
you must make the responsibility in the recyclers. All the
recyclers must make a responsibility about the earth.” (Nozizwe)

Another participant highlighted the importance of his job
because:

‘[Previously] it was very dirty and now it’s very clean. [He
proudly added that his neighbours were “happy” about this change
and] ‘they’re encouraging me ... Even today I told them I'm
coming to ... to the interview. They are busy collecting [recyclable
materials] now.” (Mike)

Several participants were proud about being interviewed
and expressed gratitude for the opportunity to:

‘Be able to air out our views and get some kind of healing.’
(Neliswa)

Another participant saw himself as:

‘Part of the cleaning process, [we are running] our own Operation
Clean Up.” (Samuel)

‘Even when I walk past a black bag, the papers are all thrown out
... then you get some of those guys who have that mentality ...
they are just ... Ah, that “don’t care” [mentality]. Then I'll put the
waste back inside [the bag], close it. You see? Nobody is paying
me for that, but I just feel ... since I'm busy with waste [anyway],
[ have ... I might as well throw what I don’t use back into the
bag.” (Samuel)

These examples underscore the participants’ cognisance
regarding the repercussions of their labour, reflecting a
conscientious commitment to cleaning the ‘earth’, as
Nozizwe (62) put it. Our findings align with the existing
research'' that although the primary incentive for engaging
in recycling activities was economic, participants were
cognisant of the favourable environmental outcomes of
their labour. This challenges the impression that they are
working for the sole purpose of earning an income without
understanding their labour’s contribution to society. Their
sense of responsibility extends beyond personal gain,
encompassing a dedication to environmental health.

Role 2: ‘l am a provider’

Almost half of the participants also highlighted their roles as
providers. On average, they reported having more than three
people directly dependent on their contingent income.
Providing food, educational opportunities and shelter for
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their dependents were described as important reasons to
work. Neliswa, a widowed pensioner, buy-back centre buyer
and craftswoman, had eight dependents, the highest number
of dependents recorded, which included her children and
grandchildren:

‘I am proud that I am going to sell something. I'm going to get
food to eat at home, give to my family.” (Siyabulela)

He added:
“And I like my job; love my job too much.” (Siyabulela)

Tobe able to provide for dependents, the participants explained
that they commonly followed a more or less fixed schedule,
usually linked to waste collection days in the neighbourhoods,
where they worked on days when buyers came to landfill
sites. This meant that their sense of responsibility towards
others guided their practices and daily routines.

A participant explained that providing for her children
served as a source of pride:

‘I'm proud, I'm a mother of three. One, is turning 23 [years], one
is 19 [years], one is doing grade ... 11 this year. All those kids I try
by all means, they must go to bed with supper on the table.’
(Mnike)

One participant agreed that:
‘Through my job I am helping my kids.” (Siphokazi)

Another one explained that:

‘[Slome people are throwing money away [when they are throwing
recyclables away], this is money that I collect ... to put food on the
table.” (Doug)

Taking care of dependents through recycling is a key reason
why participants felt gratitude for their work, as articulated
by a participant who stated:

‘Recycling, it’s my life. And then the people who recycle, it’s
their life.” (Nozizwe)

Caring for relatives and other people in the participants’
social networks emerged as a prominent interview topic.
Through researching the experiences of well-being of
women waste reclaimers in India, Wittmer*? also found that
recyclers often made connections between their labour,
their sense of well-being and their ability to provide for
people in their kinship network. Despite finding themselves
in precarious circumstances, the participants appeared to
derive a sense of purpose and resilience from the imperative
to support their dependents. This commitment served as a
motivating force, enabling them to persevere in the face of
marginalisation and adverse treatment.

Role 3: ‘l am an informal environmental
educator’

A third response relating to the participants’ perceptions
of their societal role was the position of informal
environmental educator. Six participants spoke about
themselves as bearers of knowledge that must be passed
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on to others. Some, such as Nozizwe and Neliswa, presented
educational workshops in their community, aimed at
equipping people with basic skills about sourcing, sorting
and selling recyclables. Also, most participants simply tried
to educate other people through their positive actions and
informal conversations:

‘People first have to see you prosper [by recycling informally], then
they’ll open their eyes.” (Samuel)

For many participants, educating others seemed to bring
them a sense of purpose. Having worked in the industry for
a long time as a sorter, a participant said that:

‘[Y]ou're like a teacher” responsible for educating others. She
was asked by her manager to ‘coach [new sorters at the buy-back
centre] for a certain period” and added that “anyone can question
me anything, ‘cause I know my ... [Dramatic pause] job! [Claps
hands together, sits back in chair].” (Mnike)

Mnike added that her role as ‘coach” was also informed by
her clear understanding of value:

‘Nothing go to waste. Everything has a value, everything is
valuable ... Sometimes, if I pass the rubbish place, there’s a full
of white paper ... [Points with finger] There’s a money, there’s a
money ... ‘Causellearn, Ilearn, over the past 13 years, everything
can get a money ... [People] can make a money.” (Mnike)

Tying in with the educator role was the idea of being a role
model, particularly among older participants:
‘It's not about money. In future, you want to be someone who will

teach the ... the generation that are coming at the back. Always,
you want to be a role model. So, you must be.” (Vukile)

Participants often demonstrated self-confidence about their
position as someone who must set an example for others in
society and that the knowledge they have acquired and the
person they have become is worthy of being shown to others.
To reach this level of confidence, participants explained that
they continuously sought to expand their knowledge and
learn new skills related to waste management and recycling.
Some expressed their gratitude for recycling workshops they
attended. Five participants mentioned a recycling workshop
co-hosted by Petco, a producer responsibility organisation,
and Sustainable Seas Trust, a non-profit organisation in
Ggeberha. A participant who completed such a workshop
and saw the benefits, said:

“Whatever classes we have to follow, whatever opportunities we
get to learn about that, that could take us to that opportunity to
say, this can be a business. We are much welcome to grab that
opportunity.” (Solly)

The participants exhibited pride in their ability to learn,
adapt to new methods and position themselves as
knowledgeable in recyclable materials. This underscores
their capacity to discern and benefit from presented
opportunities, reflecting a valuable and salient skill set.

Role 4: ‘Il uplift my community’

Many participants complained that they received very little
support from the government, but that this was also a pertinent
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driver for them to assume the role of active members in the
betterment of their community. Five participants, in particular
buy-back centre managers and employees, expressed their
concern for the well-being of their community. The oldest buy-
back centre we visited was established in Motherwell
Township in 1998. Neliswa, who has managed the buy-back
centre with two colleagues since then, explained that
community members in Motherwell:

‘have jobs in the palm of their hands because they can collect
garbage and bring it to us [to sell at the buy-back centre].” (Neliswa)

The most recently founded buy-back centre, established in
January 2023, was in Walmer Township. Speaking about the
situation in the township, one of the six founders of the buy-
back centre, said that he:
‘[Fleel[s] pain about the people ... They are struggling ... Lot of
crimes. Street kids. But the ... [Pause] I promised them ... We are
trying to create a job for another people here.” (Mike)

In addition, his colleague explained that:

‘[1]f this thing will work out, we will also have a soup kitchen. Or
we will have something, maybe like cooldrink ... slices of bread
for the children [or a] packet of chips.” (Solly)

Notably, both buy-back centres shared a commitment to the
upliftment of their poor communities. The managers saw
themselves as self-employed, resourceful entrepreneurs,
actively working to fill the void left by a lack of government
support, embodying a dual role as economic actors and
community builders.

These four positive roles can aptly be summarised:

‘It is to work and educate people about recycling [because] 1
contribute towards keeping the environment clean, thus
improving people’s lives.” (Neliswa)

The participants conveyed a sense of responsibility towards
their environment, largely understood the environmental
benefits of recycling, working hard to provide for themselves
and for dependents, and often took time to educate others on
what they learned. The participants’ views on their roles
provide insights into the society they live and work in, to
which we now turn.

Discussion

In this section, we discuss how the participants’ positive
self-perceptions can be seen as a powerful counter-narrative
that challenges harmful prevailing stereotypes. Resisting
stereotypes, in turn, fosters a more accurate understanding of
informal recyclers’ vital role. Yet, the desperate attempt to
resist prejudices emphasises that recyclers still must battle
stigmatisation. Thus, it is crucial that their positive roles and
perceptions should not be misconstrued as an approval of the
neoliberal capitalist system that forces informal recyclers to
actively resist negative stereotypes. A brief discussion on this
vital point concludes this section.
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Resistance

The stereotypical view of informal recyclers as disposable
members of society, similar to criminals, drug addicts or
homeless people, is challenged by the important societal
roles that participants saw themselves as fulfilling.
Additionally, these roles also do not correlate with the
assumption that the informal sector consists of workers with
little transferable knowledge and low levels of skills. In fact,
all four of the roles actively contradict these connotations.

Research findings suggest that for humans to mitigate
exclusionary or oppressive social and capitalist contexts,
well-being must be asserted in the form of dignity, respect,
self-presentation and a sense of responsibility.#*** For
example, studying street waste reclaimers in Cape Town,
Teresa Peres* found that recyclers presented an ‘idealised
impression of themselves and their work ... to distance
themselves from discrediting attributes’. During this process
of ‘idealisation’, participants substituted discussions about
stigma with narratives aimed at portraying a positive image
of their role. As a way of resisting and overcoming the stigma
associated with their work, the participants commonly
regarded themselves at a much better social standing than
criminals, illegal drug users or beggars.* Our research ties in
with Peres’s findings that participants used ‘impression
management’, as theorised by Erving Goffman, as an
‘effective enabler’ to change the public’s perception of them.*

The roles identified by the participants can further be
interpreted as what James Scott® calls ‘everyday forms’ of
resistance because they actively resist stereotypes on a small
scale and without ‘calling attention to themselves’. As the
roles linked with a responsibility towards the participants’
environment (collecting recyclables removes litter and in
turn ameliorates soil, air and water quality) and to their
dependents and community (providing and caring for them),
this can also be seen as a form of ‘resistance from the ground’,
as Catejan Theka* calls it. These resistance practices ‘involve
tending the earth’, while challenging oppressive and unjust
social and neoliberal capitalist structures.* To illustrate this
form of resistance, ITheka* refers to environmental activist
Wangari Maathai’s Green Belt Movement founded in 1977.
The action of planting over 50 million trees to restore the
effects of deforestation enriched the ecosystem and created
jobs for thousands of rural women in Kenya. This served as a
counterweight to the country’s oppressive post-independent
government that unequivocally impoverished citizens and
destroyed forest resources. Although Iheka proposes the
concept to speak about agricultural activities and “practices
rooted in the land’, its grassroots nature, the manual labour
involved in it, and the benefits for humans and the
environment alike, make this form of resistance applicable in
the context of informal recycling.*

By acquiring skills related to recycling, the participants
further resisted the common understanding that the informal
sector consists of unskilled workers. Interviewing waste
reclaimers at a major landfill in Johannesburg, Melanie
Samson'? found that the recyclers were:
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‘[Alcutely aware that it was they who had produced the
knowledge that the dump could generate value, turned this idea
into a reality, and possessed the intellectual and physical skill
required to identify, extract, and prepare items with potential
value’. (Melanie)

This also correlates with Iskander’s findings that migrant
workers actively embed skills and knowledge into their daily
labour as a form of resistance to their perceived disposability.*!
Through acquiring recycling-related skills, participants defy
the stereotype of the unskilled informal sector worker and
actively contribute to the knowledge and value generated
from their work, aligning with broader narratives of
resistance to disposability.

This challenges the common image of their lives and labour as
expendable. It does not, however, grant neoliberal capitalism
the permission to disguise its navigation as ‘entrepreneurial’ or
‘resourceful’, a point we discuss in the ‘Entrepreneurs? * section.

Entrepreneurs?

The participants created their own opportunities within the
waste management industry and took pride in their
independence, self-employment and entrepreneurship. This
provided them with a sense of accomplishment and agency
over their livelihood. As Derrick Blaauw et al. have found,
participants possibly accepted the permanency of their
precarious situation and therefore adapted their expectations
of life.” Yet, this does not diminish the role that their agency
played in feeling in control of their own destiny.*

In the context of labour and entrepreneurship, these
observations resonate with the broader discourse on
development and self-determination. Entrepreneurship, as
discussed in contemporary theory, is often seen as a vehicle
for economic empowerment and autonomy. However,
entrepreneurship has been appropriated as a ‘development
apparatus’, particularly influenced by neoliberalism.** The
current theoretical foundation of entrepreneurship discourse
assumes all types of entrepreneurships are equal contributors
to job creation and economic growth, and overlooks the
nuanced realities faced by individuals engaged in survivalist
entrepreneurial activities, such as informal recyclers, who
find themselves at the bottom of the value chain.*

The mainstream narrative falsely attributes entrepreneurial
success to individual commitment rather than systemic
issues, convincing the poor that ‘their inability to capitalise
on entrepreneurial development and support initiatives can
only be blamed on their shortcomings or lack of motivation’.**
In reality, neoliberalism:
[Plushes more people into unemployment or into precarious
employment without conventional labour protection; insecurity
increases as labour rights are placed out of reach of a growing
number of workers through flexibilization, informalisation and
growing unemployment.*

Merely expanding the definition of entrepreneurship
highlights the discourse’s blatant ideological support for
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capitalism. Depicting struggling, marginalised and poor
people who use the meagre resources at their disposal as
‘self-employed entrepreneurs’ ignores the South African
government’s responsibility to have to provide protective
regulations and safe working conditions.*

While mainstream narratives emphasise the potential for
entrepreneurship to contribute to job creation and economic
growth, the harsh realities of informal recyclers largely do
not reflect these assumptions. Maria Smit and Marius
Pretorius® call for a re-evaluation of the prevailing
entrepreneurship narrative and the myth surrounding ‘the
entrepreneur’. The parallel themes of agency and autonomy
in both informal recycling and entrepreneurship prompt a
reconsideration of the conventional entrepreneurial discourse
and its applicability to marginalised communities.

Recommendations

In the absence of informal recyclers, the country’s recycling
metrics would be rendered negligible. It is essential that
informal recyclers are recognised for the invaluable role they
play in recycling in South Africa. Acknowledging the positive
environmental, social and economic contributions of informal
recyclers is vital to alter the prevailing negative image
associated with their work. This article contributes positively
to this much-needed shift by critically expanding on existing
theories of disposability and bringing it into conversation
with waste studies and by using this cross-pollination as the
backdrop to better understand the lived experiences of
informal recyclers.

As this article has shown, it is crucial to view informal
recyclers through their own perspective and not make
skewed assumptions about those working with waste.
Beyond their indispensable contribution to waste
management, the participants who formed part of our study
also revealed the capacity to focus on the positive aspects of
their work and regularly took the opportunity to educate
people, despite the difficult circumstances they face daily.
By acknowledging and promoting their positive impact on
the environment and the community, the prevailing
negative image of informal recyclers could be changed.
When focussing solely on the negative perceptions,
understanding remains limited and stereotypes continue to
be perpetuated. By focussing on informal recyclers ‘in their
capacity as generators of knowledge and transformers of
social reality” allows for more nuanced understandings of
their lives and labour, and ‘how alternatives can be
imagined and created’."

As our article’s second objective outlined, challenging social
stigmas is beneficial not only for the well-being of informal
recyclers but also for informing just policy development in
the sector that acknowledges the expertise of informal
recyclers. Numerous initiatives and research projects are
already underway in South Africa to find solutions to
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integrate the informal waste sector into the formal local waste
economy. The recycling policy landscape is increasingly
shaped by joint efforts of researchers, environmental justice
organisations such as groundWork, and organised waste
reclaimers’ associations, including the South African Waste
Picker Association and the African Reclaimer Organisation.
This has resulted in the official Waste Picker Integration
Guideline for South Africa, compiled by the Department
of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries and the Department
of Science and Innovation.” This document, aimed at
municipalities, emphasises the importance of expanding
the recycling economy in a way that recognises the value,
positive contribution and extensive expertise held by
informal recyclers. This has the potential to improve their
job security, working conditions and incomes. Yet, to
enable a non-stereotypical interpretation of informal
recyclers and their work, changing public perception still
requires a lot of attention.*® Achieving integration
necessitates a deliberate focus on addressing racism and
its intersections with class, as well as other manifestations
of exploitation and oppression.?

There is a necessity to address environmental and social
issues simultaneously as justice is made up of a
combination of social, political, financial, ethical and
environmental aspects. To create more equitable and
environmentally responsible waste management systems,
it is crucial to listen to and incorporate the views of those
who work in the industry. Discussing only challenges
captures academia and the public in loops, where what we
think we know overshadows what we might learn. In
imagining more just futures, collaborative action by
various stakeholders, including but not limited to
academic institutions, government and municipalities,
businesses, non-profit organisations and communities,
could facilitate conceptualisation and implementation
processes.> For example, community-based waste
segregation programmes that involve informal recyclers in
the collection and sorting of recyclable materials could be
developed. Involving local communities in recycling
efforts (such as participation in initiatives that promote
responsible waste disposal and recycling) raises awareness
about the important role of informal recyclers in waste
management. Informal recyclers could be provided with
training on sustainable waste management practices.
Furthermore, by recognising informal recyclers as integral
stakeholders in waste management systems, their
contributions to a cleaner, healthier environment will be
more readily celebrated.

Conclusion

In summary, if the marginalised perspectives of informal
recyclers are to be rightfully acknowledged, environmental
narratives in the coming years must address environmental,
capitalist and postcolonial injustices. In short, recyclers’
voices ‘should be listened to when seeking ways to enhance
[their] role in the recycling value chain’.* Being
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incorporated — planning with informality — will only be
beneficial if reclaimers’ needs are heard and their accumulated
knowledge and skills valued." Granting a platform for
informal recyclers will allow them to counter the prevailing
discourse on waste, challenging the assumption that their
lives and labour are as disposable as the waste they depend
on. This is a vital step to providing alternative interpretations
and imaginaries of dignified and valued lives.
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