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Abstract
This study examines how the spa�al dynamics of social capital perpetuate educa�onal inequality in post-apartheid South Africa,
offering a cri�cal geographical analysis relevant to systemic reform. The study mobilized a conceptual synthesis of Henri
Lefebvre’s spa�al triad and Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital to argue that space is an ac�ve producer of educa�onal outcomes.
A systema�c literature review methodology was conducted following PRISMA protocols, drawing from peer-reviewed ar�cles.
The findings reveal a cons�tu�ve spa�al dialec�c: urban educa�onal advantage is co-produced with networks of bridging and
linking capital, which facilitate access to material resources and ins�tu�onal power. Conversely, the dense bonding capital
prevalent in township and rural communi�es, while vital for resilience and solidarity, remains spa�ally bound within a poli�cal
economy of scarcity, limi�ng its conversion into broader educa�onal mobility. This demonstrates that the unequal distribu�on
and func�on of social capital is a fundamental mechanism reproducing socio-spa�al stra�fica�on, an enduring legacy of
apartheid’s spa�al planning.
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1. Introduc�on

Educa�on fundamentally shapes individual life
chances and broader societal development (Osher et
al., 2021). Yet, in South Africa, access to quality
educa�on remains deeply uneven, shaped by
enduring geographic dispari�es and entrenched
socio-economic inequali�es (Hamann & Horn, 2022).
Social capital—the networks, rela�onships, and
resources accessible through social connec�ons—

has increasingly been recognized as a pivotal
determinant of educa�onal outcomes, influencing
not only access to learning opportuni�es but also
student performance, teacher agency, and school-
community collabora�on (Cook, 2014; Gamoran et
al., 2021). Importantly, the spa�al distribu�on of
social capital within South Africa’s diverse
educa�onal landscape reveals marked varia�on:
urban areas tend to exhibit broader but weaker
social networks, while rural and township
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communi�es o�en maintain stronger but more
insular �es. These spa�al pa�erns reflect intersec�ng
historical, socio-economic, and poli�cal forces that
shape social rela�ons and resource flows
(Woldegiorgis & Doevenspeck, 2015). Despite
decades of post-apartheid reform, the South African
educa�on system con�nues to mirror the country’s
profound spa�al and social inequi�es. Persistent
divides between urban, township, and rural
schooling environments remain potent determinants
of opportunity and achievement (Van der Berg,
2020; Arendse, 2020).

Although prior scholarship has extensively
examined social capital within educa�onal contexts
(Mollegaard & Jaeger, 2015; Rogoa & Baranovia,
2016; Schwartz et al., 2018), few studies have
rigorously engaged with the spa�al dimensions
through which social capital is produced, maintained,
or constrained. Moreover, much of the exis�ng
literature overlooks how the spa�al configura�ons of
social capital interact with historical and
contemporary spa�al inequali�es to reproduce
educa�onal dispari�es. This study advances the
discourse by explicitly integra�ng Pierre Bourdieu’s
Social Capital Theory with Henri Lefebvre’s Spa�al
Theory of the Produc�on of Space, offering a novel
theore�cal synthesis.

The Social Capital Theory conceptualizes social
capital as the aggregate of actual or poten�al
resources linked to membership in networks which
confer tangible advantages to members (Eloire,
2018; Portes, 2024). Within educa�on, this manifests
as the rela�onal �es among students, parents,
teachers, and communi�es that facilitate emo�onal
support, informa�on exchange, and opportunity
(Neveu et al., 2018). Complemen�ng this, Lefebvre’s
Spa�al Theory of Produc�on of Space posits that
space is an ac�vely produced social construct shaped
by power rela�ons and material prac�ces.

South Africa’s educa�on system remains deeply
marked by the spa�al legacies of apartheid, where
stark geographic dispari�es con�nue to dictate the
quality of educa�onal access, opportuni�es, and
outcomes. Learners situated in rural and township
schools o�en experience structural disadvantages
compared to their urban peers, including limited
access to educa�onal resources, weak ins�tu�onal
support, and fragmented community engagement.
Despite decades of policy efforts aimed at redressing
these inequali�es, spa�al divisions in educa�onal
outcomes persist, revealing the inadequacy of
interven�ons that fail to consider the socio-spa�al
dimensions of educa�onal exclusion. A growing body
of literature recognizes social capital—the networks,

norms, and rela�onships that facilitate coopera�on
and access to resources, as a cri�cal determinant of
educa�onal success. However, exis�ng studies o�en
conceptualize social capital in abstract terms,
without adequately accoun�ng for how its
distribu�on and func�onality are shaped by
geographic loca�on. Urban schools tend to benefit
from robust bridging and linking social capital,
enabling access to diverse networks and ins�tu�onal
resources. In contrast, township and rural schools
frequently rely on bonding social capital, which,
while fostering internal cohesion, remains insufficient
for upward academic mobility. These spa�al
varia�ons in social capital reproduce systemic
inequali�es yet remain insufficiently theorized and
empirically examined in the South African context.
This study addresses this gap by posing the central
ques�on: How do spa�al varia�ons in social capital
influence educa�onal access, opportuni�es, and
outcomes in South Africa? It inves�gates this
ques�on by drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s Social
Capital Theory and Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of the
Social Produc�on of Space to inves�gate how social
networks and spa�al contexts co-produce
educa�onal experiences. The findings present the
analysis of how bridging, linking, and bonding capital
are spa�ally cons�tuted and stra�fied. Moreover,
the discussion interprets these mechanisms as a
socio-spa�al dialec�c of reproduc�on. Finally, the
conclusion outlines the implica�ons for developing
spa�ally-a�uned educa�onal policy aimed at
disrup�ng these cycles of inequality.

2. Theore�cal Framework

2.1. Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Capital

According to Julien (2015), Pierre Bourdieu defines
«social capital» as the collec�on of real or poten�al
resources that individuals acquire through their
social rela�onships. It represents the benefits gained
from being part of a stable network of connec�ons
and recogni�on, which can be leveraged to achieve
personal goals or advantages within a social
environment. This concept highlights the power
dynamics within social networks, where those with
greater social capital enjoy increased access to
opportuni�es and influence due to their connec�ons
and social standing (Lin, 2017).

Bourdieu conceptualizes social capital as the sum
of resources embedded within durable social
networks, connec�ons, and rela�onships that
individuals or groups can mobilize for collec�ve
benefits (Portes, 2024). In the educa�onal context,



50 Tolulope Ayodeji Olatoye, Emma Groenewald, Raymond Nkwen� Fru

social capital manifests in the form of parental
involvement, mentorship, partnerships with
community stakeholders, and the trust and
collabora�on that sustain these rela�onships (Dubos,
2017). Figure 1 depicts Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of
Social Capital.

Figure 1 presents a conceptual framework
grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of Social
Capital, offering a compelling analy�cal lens for
understanding how educa�onal inequality is
structured and reproduced across socio-spa�al
contexts. It ar�culates the complex interplay
between various dimensions of social capital—such
as trust, reciprocity, networks, par�cipa�on,
diversity, ci�zen agency, values, and belonging—and
their implica�ons for educa�onal access and
achievement. Bourdieu conceptualized four
interrelated forms of capital, namely economic,

cultural, social, and symbolic, that shape individuals’
posi�ons within the social hierarchy and mediate
their access to power, resources, and recogni�on.
These forms of capital are not sta�c or isolated but
dynamically conver�ble. Social capital, as
represented in Figure 1, refers to the networks of
rela�onships, shared norms, and social obliga�ons
that individuals can draw upon for support. Crucially,
the model reflects Bourdieu’s asser�on that capital is
conver�ble—economic capital can be transformed
into cultural capital through educa�onal investment,
and symbolic capital can be leveraged to expand
one’s social network.

Applying this theore�cal model to the South
African educa�onal context reveals the stark
dispari�es in how capital is distributed and mobilized
across spa�al and racial lines. In affluent urban areas,
schools o�en serve as convergence points where all

Fig. 7. Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Capital.
Source: Julien, 2015.

four forms of capital are concentrated. These
ins�tu�ons func�on as ecosystems of advantage,
enabling students to accumulate, convert, and
deploy various capitals in ways that perpetuate
privilege. Conversely, schools in rural or historically
disadvantaged communi�es operate with limited
economic resources, minimal cultural capital, weaker
bridging of social networks, and low symbolic value.
As a result, educa�onal outcomes in these contexts
are constrained by structural deficits that are deeply
embedded in South Africa’s socio-poli�cal history.

2.2. Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of Social Produc�on of
Space

According to Schmid (2022), the Theory of the Social
Produc�on of Space posits that space is a dynamic
product of social rela�ons, con�nuously shaped and
reshaped through human interac�ons. Lefebvre
argues that space is produced through spa�al
prac�ces, representa�ons of space, and spaces of



The Geographies of Social Capital in South Africa’s Educa�on Systems 51

representa�on (Biagi, 2020). These prac�ces reveal
how physical environments are conceptualized,
perceived, and experienced in everyday life (Fuchs,
2019). Spa�al prac�ces refer to the physical
transforma�on of the environment, encompassing
how space is perceived, constructed, and
maintained, and this includes ac�vi�es such as
building structures, designing landscapes, and
organizing transporta�on networks (Leary-Owhin &
McCarthy, 2019). Everyday ac�ons, such as
commu�ng, social interac�ons, and naviga�ng public

spaces, also cons�tute spa�al prac�ces that
influence the lived experience of space (Dale et al.,
2018). Furthermore, as epitomized by Schmid
(2022), representa�ons of space involve the
dominant theore�cal and visual interpreta�ons of
space created by fields such as science, architecture
and urban planning. These representa�ons are
embodied in plans, maps, blueprints, policies, and
study documents that guide the organiza�on and
conceptualiza�on of physical spaces (Leary-Owhin &
McCarthy, 2019; Napoletano et al., 2022). Figure 2

Fig. 2. Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of the Social Produc�on of Space.
Source: Schmid, 2022.
depicts Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of Social Produc�on
of Space.

Figure 2 illustrates the interplay between
different dimensions of space and their social
implica�ons, based on Lefebvre’s theory of the
produc�on of space. Lefebvre proposes that space is
not merely a physical or geographical concept, but a
social construct shaped by various forces and
prac�ces. Figure 2 captures the complexity of spa�al
rela�onships through three key components: Spa�al
Prac�ce, Representa�on of Space, and
Representa�onal Space. Spa�al Prac�ce (the
Perceived Space) represents the prac�cal, lived
experience of space, how people move, interact, and
use space in their everyday lives. In educa�onal
contexts, this could refer to how students and
teachers physically experience and navigate the
school environment, influencing how they engage
with resources and peers.

Integra�ng Lefebvre’s theory into this study of
geography and educa�on in South Africa reveals how
different spa�al dynamics influence educa�onal
outcomes. Urban schools are o�en located in spaces

with dense social networks, resource hubs, and
access to social capital, embodying the perceived
space where daily educa�onal prac�ces thrive. These
schools are shaped by the representa�on of space,
with well-established policies and infrastructure that
facilitate educa�onal success. On the other hand,
rural schools may face challenges rooted in
geographic isola�on, limited resources, and weaker
social networks. These schools experience the lived
space in a way that constrains their academic
opportuni�es. The representa�onal space in these
areas may reflect policies or designs that are less
a�uned to the unique needs of marginalized
communi�es, crea�ng a disconnect between policy
and prac�ce. Hence, it becomes clear that spa�al
inequali�es are not merely physical but are also
produced through social prac�ces, discourses, and
representa�ons of space. These insights provide a
framework for developing targeted interven�ons
that address spa�al dispari�es, aiming to foster
equitable educa�onal environments through
improved school-community collabora�on, resource
alloca�on, and inclusive policies.
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2.3. Theore�cal Integra�on: Spa�al Dimensions and
Social Capital in South African Educa�on

The theory of social capital and spa�al theory of the
produc�on of space offers a comprehensive
framework for examining the spa�alized nature of
educa�onal inequality in South Africa (Wei, 2015;
Israel & Frenkel, 2018). The study explores their
interdependence, revealing how social capital is
unequally distributed, spa�ally produced and
constrained within specific geographic and socio-
poli�cal contexts. Bourdieu’s concept of social
capital, which emphasizes the resources embedded
in durable networks of rela�onships, is par�cularly
relevant in understanding how students, educators,
and schools in different locales access or are
excluded from the educa�onal advantage (Julien,
2015; Portes, 2024). In urban, historically privileged
areas, social capital tends to be dense and
strategically aligned with ins�tu�onal power,
manifested in ac�ve parent-teacher associa�ons,
alumni networks, NGO support, and inter-school
collabora�ons (Archer et al., 2015; Murray et al.,
2020). These networks generate cumula�ve
educa�onal benefits, reinforcing access to quality
resources, extracurricular opportuni�es, and
pathways to higher educa�on (Bridwell-Mitchell et
al., 2023). Conversely, in rural and peri-urban spaces,
especially in provinces historically underserved under
apartheid, social capital is o�en fragmented,
localized, and less ins�tu�onally embedded, reducing
the circula�on of valuable educa�onal support and
informa�on (Alecu, 2022).

Lefebvre’s spa�al triad, comprising spa�al
prac�ces, representa�ons of space, and spaces of
representa�on allows us to inves�gate how this
uneven social capital is ac�vely produced and
reproduced through spa�al configura�ons (Leary-
Owhin & McCarthy, 2019; Vaide, 2023). Spa�al
prac�ces, such as the daily rou�nes of commu�ng to
under-resourced schools, reflect the embodied
constraints of geography and infrastructure (Yoon,
2020). Representa�ons of space, such as educa�onal
zoning, policy maps, and development plans privilege
certain areas through strategic investment while
others are symbolically and materially marginalized
(Bridwell-Mitchell & Cooc, 2016). As epitomized by
Neal et al. (2017), spaces of representa�on, how
communi�es understand and navigate their
educa�onal environments, are deeply shaped by
lived experience, cultural memory, and collec�ve
aspira�ons. For instance, township schools may
become contested symbolic sites where hope and
frustra�on coexist, and where social capital is o�en

generated informally through community resilience
rather than formal ins�tu�onal channels (Caswell et
al., 2018).

Hence, the cri�cal integra�on of these theories
reveals that social capital in educa�on is spa�ally
con�ngent where those networks are situated and
how they are shaped by historical geographies of
power (Jovchelovitch, 2019; Alecu, 2022). For
example, the legacy of apartheid-era spa�al planning
con�nues to limit the permeability of educa�onal
networks across racial and class lines (Maharaj,
2020; Plagerson, 2023). Elite schools, even when
public, o�en func�on as “closed circuits” of privilege,
with high symbolic capital that reinforces their
ins�tu�onal dis�nc�on (Monama et al., 2022). In
contrast, many rural schools are symbolically
devalued, regardless of local innova�ons or
community efforts, which reduces their ability to
a�ract investment or retain qualified educators
(Maharaj, 2020). Thus, the applica�on of Bourdieu
and Lefebvre’s theories in tandem exposes the
dialec�c between spa�al form and social func�on
(Wacquant, 2022), as social capital is not only a
resource but a spa�al product, co-constructed
through policy, infrastructure, cultural values, and
collec�ve agency (Pierce & Mar�n, 2015). This
theore�cal synthesis offers a powerful lens for
reimagining educa�onal equity (Reed-Danahay,
2019), by transforming the spa�al structures that
govern access to rela�onal assets in the South
African schooling system (Monama et al., 2022).

3. Literature Review

3.1. Social Capital and Educa�onal Inequality in
South Africa

The role of social capital in educa�on has increasingly
gained prominence as a cri�cal determinant of
educa�onal outcomes globally, with par�cular
urgency in contexts shaped by historical and spa�al
inequi�es, such as South Africa. Social capital,
broadly defined as the networks, norms, and social
trust that facilitate collec�ve ac�on and resource
access (Lin, 2017; Mishra, 2020), is intricately linked
to educa�onal resilience and equity, especially
among marginalized groups (Dubos, 2017;
Hlatshwayo & Wotela, 2018). South Africa’s deeply
entrenched spa�al and racial inequali�es, a legacy of
apartheid policies that systema�cally underfunded
non-white educa�on infrastructure, have le�
enduring marks on the distribu�on of social capital
within educa�on (Ramlagan et al., 2013; Pillay,
2021).
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While reforms have sought to redress these
imbalances, dispari�es remain stark: urban centers
benefit from superior school infrastructure, teacher
quality, and extracurricular opportuni�es, while rural
and township schools con�nue to experience chronic
under-resourcing (Engelbrecht et al., 2016;
McKeever, 2017). This uneven educa�onal terrain
parallels the spa�al distribu�on of social capital,
par�cularly through the lens of bonding and bridging
capital. Bonding social capital, characterized by
dense, inward-looking networks within homogenous
groups, provides crucial emo�onal and logis�cal
support in disadvantaged communi�es (Tahlyan et
al., 2022; Li et al., 2022). Yet, its capacity to link
learners to wider educa�onal or economic
opportuni�es is limited where ins�tu�onal support is
insufficient (Mishra, 2020). Conversely, bridging
social capital, which spans heterogeneous social
groups, is instrumental in facilita�ng access to novel
resources and ideas and is more prevalent in urban
areas, reinforcing spa�al privilege in educa�onal
a�ainment (Jensen & Je�en, 2015; McKeever, 2017).

3.2. Spa�al Distribu�on and the Geography of
Educa�onal Opportunity

The spa�ality of social capital in educa�on is far from
uniform, reflec�ng a geography deeply shaped by
socio-economic, historical, and infrastructural
factors. Studies by Hlalele (2012) and Strauss (2019)
demonstrate how apartheid-era spa�al segrega�on
has produced uneven landscapes of educa�onal
opportunity, where learners’ physical loca�ons
cri�cally influence access to quality schooling.
Learners in townships and informal se�lements
frequently experience geographic and economic
isola�on, which limits their access to bridging social
capital and reinforces social immobility (Hlatshwayo
& Wotela, 2018; Yao et al., 2019). Rural learners face
compounded physical barriers such as long travel
distances, unsafe routes, and poor transport
infrastructure, which exacerbate social isola�on,
diminish engagement, and increase dropout risks
(Tahlyan et al., 2022; Bernard et al., 2023; Kang et al.,
2017; Lembani et al., 2020). In stark contrast, urban
learners benefit from proximity to enriched
environments, including mentorship programs,
extracurricular ac�vi�es, and digital pla�orms, which
bolster bridging social capital and expand
educa�onal opportuni�es (Arthur, 2017; Okolie et
al., 2020). These spa�al inequali�es reinforce
stra�fica�on within educa�on along geographic and
socio-economic lines, underscoring the need to
foreground spa�ality in social capital analyses.

3.3. Community Networks and Localized Social
Capital in Marginalized Se�ngs

Despite pervasive spa�al inequi�es, community-
based networks con�nue to provide vital
compensatory support in rural and township
contexts. Ins�tu�ons such as local youth
organiza�ons and informal mentoring ini�a�ves
serve as important sources of bonding social capital,
filling gaps le� by limited formal ins�tu�onal support
(Hurlbert et al., 2017; Aldrich, 2017). Although these
networks deliver valuable emo�onal and academic
support, their transforma�ve poten�al is o�en
constrained by weak connec�ons to external
resources and broader educa�onal pathways
(Abbasy & Quesada, 2017). Nevertheless, grassroots
social capital networks should not be
underes�mated. When strategically supported
through targeted funding, training, and
infrastructural improvements, they can catalyze
community-driven innova�ons in educa�onal
delivery and contribute to localized equity gains (Lin,
2017; Hlatshwayo & Wotela, 2018; Khaile et al.,
2022). However, the literature consistently highlights
the pressing need for policy mechanisms that
effec�vely link these community networks to formal
educa�onal ins�tu�ons to fully unlock their poten�al
impact.

4. Methodology

This study employed a Systema�c Literature Review
(SLR) methodology in line with the PRISMA
(Preferred Repor�ng Items for Systema�c Reviews
and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. The review aimed to
explore how geographic dispari�es influence the
forma�on, distribu�on, and effec�veness of social
capital in educa�onal systems, par�cularly in rela�on
to access, equity, and community collabora�on in
post-apartheid South Africa.

The study placed emphasis on literature
addressing geographic inequali�es, ins�tu�onal
networks, social rela�onships, and spa�al
configura�ons that shape educa�onal outcomes and
access. Furthermore, the study incorporates the
PICOS framework, defining Popula�on, Interven�on,
Comparison, Outcomes, and Study design
parameters to structure the search strategy and
inclusion criteria systema�cally.

Study Design and Research Ques�ons: This
review aims to address the overarching research
ques�on: How do spa�al dimensions shape the
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forma�on, distribu�on, and impact of social capital
in South African educa�onal contexts, and what
implica�ons does this have for educa�onal equity?
Sub-ques�ons include: (1) What conceptual and
empirical trends characterize the spa�al distribu�on
of social capital in educa�on? (2) How do different
forms of social capital (bonding, bridging, linking)
manifest across urban, township, and rural schooling
environments? (3) What methodological approaches
have been employed to inves�gate these spa�al-
social dynamics?

PICOS Framework: The PICOS Framework
adopted for the study is elucidated as follows:
popula�on: studies focusing on social capital within
South African educa�on or comparable contexts with
clear spa�al analysis; interven�on: the examina�on
of spa�al or geographic factors influencing social
capital and educa�onal outcomes; comparison: the
varied geographic contexts (urban, township, rural),
ins�tu�onal types (public vs. private), and social
capital forms; outcomes: measuring the educa�onal
access, equity, community par�cipa�on, and
ins�tu�onal support mediated by social capital;
study design: peer-reviewed empirical and
conceptual studies employing qualita�ve,
quan�ta�ve, or mixed methods.

Search Strategy and Data Sources: A
comprehensive literature search was conducted
using Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science,
JSTOR, and EBSCOhost. Boolean operators (AND, OR)
and trunca�on techniques were used to refine
search results. Core search terms included “Social
capital in South African educa�on,” “Spa�al
dimensions of educa�onal networks,” “Geographic

inequali�es in schooling,” “Urban-rural educa�onal
dispari�es and social capital,” “Educa�on policy,
spa�al jus�ce, and community networks.” These
keywords were selected to capture both theore�cal
insights and empirical studies relevant to the
intersec�on of social capital and spa�al inequality
within the educa�on sector.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria: To ensure
academic rigor and relevance, the following inclusion
criteria were applied: peer-reviewed journal ar�cles,
scholarly book chapters, and conference
proceedings, studies published post-2015 that
focused on social capital and educa�on within the
South African context or comparable geographies,
and spa�al or geographic analysis of educa�onal
access or community networks. The exclusion criteria
comprised non-English language publica�ons, grey
literature and non-peer-reviewed reports, studies
not situated within the educa�onal or sociological
domains.

Study Selec�on Process: The selec�on process
was guided by PRISMA protocols to ensure
methodological transparency and replicability.
Ini�ally, 821 ar�cles were iden�fied through the
database searches. A�er the removal of 237
duplicate records, 584 ar�cles remained for �tle and
abstract screening. During this phase, 437 ar�cles
were excluded due to irrelevance. Full-text
assessment was conducted on the remaining 147
studies, out of which 78 were excluded for not
mee�ng the inclusion criteria. Ul�mately, 69 ar�cles
were deemed suitable for final analysis. The
iden�fica�on of studies via databases and registers is
visually summarized in Figure 3.

Fig. 3. The iden�fica�on of studies via databases and registers.
Source: Suggested by the author.
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5. Findings

Spa�al Dimensions of Social Capital: The differen�al
configura�on of social capital across urban,
township, and rural schooling contexts was a
prominent theme. Urban se�ngs o�en exhibited
broader, more heterogeneous networks facilita�ng
access to diverse resources but with weaker
rela�onal �es. In contrast, township and rural
communi�es demonstrated stronger bonding social
capital within localized networks, yet experienced
constraints in bridging and linking capital cri�cal for
accessing ins�tu�onal support and broader
opportuni�es. Several studies (e.g., Mokoena, 2018;
Khumalo & Smith, 2020) highlighted how apartheid-
era spa�al planning con�nues to spa�ally stra�fy
educa�onal access and social capital distribu�on,
reinforcing systemic inequi�es.

Educa�onal Outcomes and Social Capital: The
reviewed literature consistently linked social capital
with posi�ve educa�onal outcomes, including
improved student performance, teacher agency, and
enhanced school-community collabora�on.

However, spa�al inequali�es mediated these
rela�onships: schools in well-resourced urban areas
leveraged bridging and linking capital more
effec�vely to access external funding, policy support,
and informa�on networks. Conversely, township and
rural schools, despite strong internal social capital,
faced barriers in transla�ng these networks into
ins�tu�onal advantages, thereby perpetua�ng
educa�onal dispari�es (Van der Berg, 2020; Arendse,
2020).

The findings also reveal that social capital, as a
mul�faceted concept, plays a crucial role in shaping
educa�onal outcomes and spa�al development,
par�cularly in contexts marked by socio-economic
dispari�es such as those observed in South Africa.
Two predominant forms of social capital, bonding
and bridging, have dis�nct implica�ons for learners’
access to opportuni�es and resources across spa�al
and educa�onal landscapes. Bonding social capital is
typically found within �ghtly knit, homogeneous
groups, offering emo�onal and social support but
o�en limited in its capacity to connect individuals to
wider opportuni�es. In contrast, bridging social
capital encompasses connec�ons across diverse and

Tab. 1. Comparison of Bonding and Bridging Social Capital in Educa�onal and Spa�al Contexts

Source: Suggested by the author.

Aspect Bonding Social Capital Bridging Social Capital

Defini�on strong �es within homogenous groups
(e.g., family, neighbors, close-knit
communi�es)

weaker �es across heterogeneous groups (e.g.,
different social, economic, or geo-graphic
backgrounds)

Primary Func�on provides emo�onal and prac�cal support
within the group

provides access to new informa�on, op-portuni�es,
and resources outside the group

Educa�onal Role supports student resilience, local
mentoring, and parental involvement

enables access to career advice, scholar-ships,
internships, and ins�tu�onal re-sources

Prevalence in South
Africa

more prevalent in rural areas and
townships where close community �es
exist

more common in urban and wealthier communi�es
with wider professional networks

Limita�ons may reinforce exis�ng inequali�es due to
insularity and lack of external links

requires access to diverse networks, which may not be
available in poorer communi�es

Policy Implica�ons strengthen local community organi-za�ons
and family engagement in schools

facilitate cross-community collabora�on, urban-rural
exchange programs, and digi-tal access

heterogeneous networks, enabling access to external
informa�on, ins�tu�ons, and socio-economic
mobility. In the South African educa�onal context,
where historical legacies of spa�al inequality and
socio-economic exclusion persist, understanding the
distribu�on and func�on of these forms of social
capital is essen�al for informing inclusive policy and
pedagogical strategies. Table 1 presents a
compara�ve analysis of bonding and bridging social
capital as they manifest across educa�onal and
spa�al contexts, highligh�ng their respec�ve
defini�ons, func�ons, roles, limita�ons, and policy

implica�ons. Table 1 conceptualizes a comparison of
bonding and bridging social capital in educa�onal
and spa�al contexts.

As illustrated in Table 1, while bonding capital
reinforces resilience and localized support systems,
par�cularly vital in rural and township se�ngs, its
insularity can inadvertently sustain systemic
inequi�es. Conversely, bridging capital expands
learners’ horizons through access to diverse
networks, but o�en remains out of reach for
marginalized communi�es due to structural and
digital barriers. This compara�ve insight underscores
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the urgent need for policies and interven�ons that
not only strengthen community-based support
(bonding) but also create equitable pathways for
broader social connec�vity (bridging). Such a dual
approach is essen�al for fostering holis�c learner
development, social inclusion, and spa�al jus�ce in
the South African educa�on system.

6. Discussion

The comparison of bonding and bridging social
capital within educa�onal and spa�al contexts
reveals cri�cal dimensions that shape learners’
access to support, opportuni�es, and long-term
development in South Africa. Bonding social capital,
characterized by strong intra-group �es such as
familial networks and �ghtly knit communi�es,
emerges as a stabilizing force, especially in under-
resourced se�ngs. It fosters emo�onal resilience,
local mentorship, and immediate prac�cal support.
In many rural areas and townships, where
ins�tu�onal infrastructures may be limited, this form
of capital becomes the primary safety net for
learners. However, while bonding social capital is
invaluable for community cohesion and short-term
well-being, it o�en lacks the capacity to link learners
to broader socio-economic opportuni�es beyond
their immediate environments. In contrast, bridging
social capital plays a transforma�ve role by
connec�ng individuals to resources, knowledge, and
ins�tu�onal advantages that exist outside their
immediate social circles. This includes access to
bursaries, digital tools, internships, and career
mentoring. Urban and wealthier communi�es tend
to benefit more from this form of capital due to their
exis�ng access to diverse and resource-rich
networks. However, without inten�onal strategies to
democra�ze access to such networks, bridging
capital risks becoming a vehicle of privilege
reproduc�on, widening the educa�onal and spa�al
gap between urban and rural learners. These findings
carry significant policy implica�ons. There is a clear
need to strengthen bonding capital through localized
school-community partnerships, parental
engagement programs, and culturally responsive
pedagogy that values learners’ home contexts. At the
same �me, systemic efforts must be made to
democra�ze bridging capital through inter-school
exchange programs, urban-rural collabora�ons, ICT
integra�on, and mentorship ini�a�ves that connect
learners across socio-economic boundaries.

A synthesis of the findings reveals a clear
impera�ve for spa�ally responsive educa�onal
policy. The challenge is twofold: first, to enhance the
quality and reach of social capital in under-resourced

communi�es; and second, to create ins�tu�onal
bridges between spa�ally and socially disparate
regions. Bridging rural-urban divides in educa�onal
access requires targeted investment in school
infrastructure, transporta�on, teacher quality, and
digital access in rural and township areas (Todes &
Turok, 2018). Simultaneously, fostering cross-
community partnerships and mentorship programs
can enhance learners’ exposure to diverse networks,
thus promo�ng academic mobility (Arthur, 2017;
Case et al., 2018). Importantly, interven�ons must be
geographically nuanced. One-size-fits-all solu�ons
overlook the complexity of local needs and the
specifici�es of spa�al barriers. As Hariram et al.
(2023) argue, spa�ally embedded inequali�es are
not only structural but cultural and historical,
requiring integra�ve solu�ons that align with both
community contexts and broader socio-economic
goals. Strategic investment in social capital, both
bonding and bridging, offers a powerful, context-
sensi�ve lever for improving educa�onal equity
across South Africa’s spa�ally diverse landscapes.

Implica�ons for Policy and Prac�ce: Findings
suggest that educa�onal interven�ons must
transcend simplis�c resource alloca�on models to
address the spa�al-social architectures underpinning
inequality. Policy frameworks that enhance spa�al
connec�vity, foster cross-community networks, and
build ins�tu�onal linkages are essen�al to equitably
redistribute social capital and improve educa�onal
outcomes. The review thus posi�ons spa�alized
social capital as a vital lens for reimagining educa�on
policy and prac�ce in post-apartheid South Africa.

7. Conclusion

Spa�alizing Social Capital for Transforma�ve
Educa�onal Equity in South Africa: A Theore�cal
Synthesis of Social Capital Theory and Theory of
Social Produc�on of Space.

This study has cri�cally reconceptualized the
intersec�on of space and social capital within South
Africa’s deeply stra�fied educa�on system by
integra�ng Pierre Bourdieu’s Social Capital Theory
with Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of the Social Produc�on
of Space. By weaving together these theore�cal
strands, the research offers a mul�dimensional and
spa�ally grounded lens through which educa�onal
inequali�es can be more deeply understood and
addressed. Central to this synthesis is the recogni�on
that both social capital and space are socially
constructed, contested, and historically embedded
dimensions that interact to shape educa�onal
access, par�cipa�on, and success. Lefebvre’s spa�al
triad provided a cri�cal framework to analyze how
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