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CHAPTER  1  

INTRODUCTION 
 
     

One of the first responsibilities for the privileged is to overcome mistaken notions about 
equality and inequality. I believe it’s customary for the privileged to just assume that 
everyone and everything is equal. One of the privileges of the privileged is to be able to 
be oblivious to the life experiences of the subjugated. I don’t believe healing can take 
place in a context where the privileged have not come to terms with the existence of 
inequality. Not only must the privileged acknowledge the existence of marginalisation, 
they must find some way to appreciate the inequality and the suffering of the 
subjugated (Hardy 2001:www.dulwichcentre.com.au).  

For the subjugated, there are different responsibilities. The most important of these is to 
find some way to regain one’s voice. One can not experience domination and 
subjugation and retain the whole strength of one’s voice, it quickly becomes 
compromised. I think that there has to be a concerted effort to regain that which has 
been taken away, that which has been lost. There have to be steps taken to reclaim 
one’s voice, one’s heritage, one’s history. (Hardy 2001: www.dulwichcentre.com.au) 

It is important to analyse privilege in the lives of the privileged from the standpoint of 
those denied privilege (Swigonski 1996:156). 

 

This study is based on the assumption that students’ reflections on their own family life 
circumstances can provide valuable insights for the social work curriculum. It attempts to 
acknowledge and make visible students’ perceptions of how the social inequalities of race, 
gender and generation have impacted on their own lives and those of their family members. In 
so doing, the study gives legitimacy and currency to students’ own knowledges which have 
until now been subjugated in two major ways: Firstly, as students, they are not given the 
opportunity to contribute their own life experiences to inform curriculum content, but are 
expected to engage with contemporary textbooks used in social work, in this way, they are 
viewed as consumers rather than producers of knowledge. Secondly, social work students at 
the University of the Western Cape (hereafter referred to as UWC) are drawn from the 
previously and, I would argue, still disadvantaged majority in South Africa whose voices remain 
marginalised and their experiences have not been documented. The major purpose of this 
study is to discover what useful insights for the social work curriculum could emerge from the 
process and product of the students’ written reflections on their own family circumstances, 
mediated through a critical stance towards race, gender and generation.  

UWC is an Historically Black University (HBU) or as it is currently known, an Historically 
Disadvantaged Institution (HDI). This reflects its history as an apartheid-state creation, as it 
was specifically designed to be a university for those categorised as ‘the coloured1 population’ 

                                                  
1 Under the apartheid state, the Population Registration Act No. 30 of 1955 categorised people differently by race. 
Every South African citizen had to be classified and registered as White, Coloured, Indian or African, and Africans 
had to be further classified into the ethnic groups to which they belonged. In this study I make use of these terms, as 
they are still referred to in post-apartheid South Africa to indicate discriminations, present and past. They are used 
however, with the proviso that they are socially constructed and politically imposed terms which have been used to 
socially mark people for a variety of purposes. I agree with the South African sociologist Susan Ziehl’s (forthcoming) 
reticence to use the category ‘coloured’ without inverted commas, in that it is regarded as a less acceptable term of 
self-description than the other ascribed categories of African, Indian and white. I use the term ‘so-called’ coloured at 
various points, to denote this uneasiness in applying this term to people thus categorised. I use the terms African, 
coloured, Indian and white to distinguish between the groups of people so categorised, and use the term ‘black’ to 
refer collectively to those people categorised as African, coloured and Indian, although I realise that not all people 
who fall into these categories regard themselves as ‘black’.  
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of South Africa. The Western Cape is also home to the better academically resourced and 
respected Universities of Cape Town and Stellenbosch. These are both Historically White 
Universities (HWUs) or Historically Advantaged Institutions (HAIs) reserved under apartheid for 
White English and Afrikaans speaking students respectively. The Western Cape was 
specifically regarded by the apartheid authorities as the place where those classified as 
coloured were supposed to reside and this was enforced by the Coloured Labour Preference 
policy, implemented in 1954, which allowed employment possibilities to those categorised as 
coloured, while excluding those categorised as African, who had to apply for permits to work in 
the Western Cape (Ramphele 1993).  

Initially UWC was referred to in a derogatory manner as a ‘bush college’ by those who studied 
there, and regarded as an apartheid-style inferior form of tertiary education institution. There 
was much activism at UWC against what students regarded as apartheid education by 
government-appointed conservative lecturing staff. During the 1980s, however, UWC became 
a respected institution, which attracted into its employ progressive anti-apartheid academics, 
and it became known as the ‘intellectual home of the left’ under the rectorship of Professor 
Jakes Gerwel. Since then there has been an affirmative action admissions policy which has 
encouraged students from the ‘disadvantaged majority’ to study at the university. This 
disadvantaged majority includes African language speaking students from all over South 
Africa, particularly women from poor, rural backgrounds. Thus the current student population is 
different to that of the previous era, when the vast majority of students were coloured and from 
the Western Cape area. The student population used in this study, as indicated on Pages 7 
and 8 in Figures 1, 2 and 3, reflects this change in admissions policy. 

 

Reasons for undertaking the study 
My concerns about the appropriateness of the social work curriculum first emerged from my 
own experiences as a student – in the 1970s as an undergraduate at the University of the 
Witwatersrand (Wits), and in the 1980s as a postgraduate at the University of Cape Town 
(UCT) – two historically advantaged institutions (HAIs) in South Africa. As part of our training at 
Wits, we were given an elective in our third year of study to do our practical work at any site 
nationally or internationally. A fellow student and I chose to do our placement at a South 
African Voluntary Service (SAVS) camp in the then ‘homeland’2 of Gazankulu. SAVS was a 
student organisation that was involved in community development work, mainly assisting 
communities to build schools. We were part of a student group who built a school together with 
members of a small community called Croquet Lawn. In the journal I kept on my day-to-day 
participation in building the school and communicating with community members, I reflected on 
how little relevance the theoretical training that I had received in the Social Work course had to 
the work that we did in this village. In 1976, my fourth year, I was doing my practicum at 
Phoenix House, a therapeutic community for drug dependents in Johannesburg, when Soweto3 

                                                                                                                                                        
 
 
2 The 1913 Land Act reserved 90% of land for white use and the Native Urban Areas Act of 1923 confined Africans to 
rural reserves, which later became ‘homelands’ or ‘Bantustans’. The ‘homelands’ policy designated ten small broken-
up areas as ‘homelands’ for Africans, who formed the majority of the population, resulting in widespread poverty. 
From 1948, the National Party’s apartheid government began a four-decade long programme of removing people 
from both urban areas and white-owned commercial farming areas and relocating them into these ‘tribal homelands’. 
The National Party government claimed that these ‘homelands’ were self-governing national states, but in reality they 
were barren and destitute rural villages, dependent on the South African government for finance and infrastructure 
(Budlender 1990; Wilson and Ramphele 1989; Zegeye and Maxted 2003). 
 
3A major African township to the south-west of Johannesburg, which was made up of a series of townships known 
collectively as SOuth WEstern TOwnships, hence the acronym Soweto. 
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exploded with high school learners demonstrating against being taught in the medium of 
Afrikaans. Many school pupils were shot or arrested and the demonstrations spread to the 
Western Cape. I felt uneasy about the relevance of the practicum that I was engaged in to the 
revolutionary political concerns in South Africa. 

In the 1980s I embarked on a Clinical Masters degree in Social Work at UCT. For the 
practicum placement, I chose to go to a clinic in the informal settlement of Crossroads in Cape 
Town (see Cole 1987 for details of the history of Crossroads). After two weeks at the 
placement, it became evident that the problems that were brought to the social worker were not 
of a clinical nature, but required assistance with documentation, accommodation or material 
aid. The problems which related to interpersonal conflict, emotional trauma or familial disputes 
were taken to indigenous healers rather than to the clinical social worker. This placement was 
terminated by the Social Work Department at UCT after the first two weeks, being regarded as 
‘unsuitable for clinical practice’. Again, I was concerned about the relevance of my training for 
the South African situation. If I was unable to practise as a clinical social worker in the informal 
settlement of Crossroads, what was the relevance of the training I was receiving for working 
with the majority of people in South Africa? This training only seemed applicable for practice 
with a small grouping of the population: the white middle class. 

When my placement at Crossroads was terminated, I was sent to the Spinal Cord Injury Unit of 
a large local medical hospital, Conradie Hospital. My experience in dealing with an African 
woman who had an irreversible spinal injury as a result of a motor vehicle accident further 
convinced me that the curriculum being taught in the Social Work Department was of little use 
in practice. This woman attributed the cause of her injury to the jealousy of neighbours and 
relatives. Her rationale was that, because she had had such a good relationship with her 
husband and children and the family was prospering, people were envious of her and that 
these people had been responsible for her accident. The universalist theories on family therapy 
that we were studying at UCT as part of the clinical course did not provide much assistance to 
me in dealing with such situations. These theories did not offer suggestions on how to deal with 
a situation which is understood from a different paradigm or world view. Indeed, perhaps a 
more helpful person to have dealt with this issue from an Afrocentric perspective would have 
been an indigenous healer. 

Later, when I began employment at UWC in the mid 1980s, I was initially employed as a 
supervisor of fourth year students in their practicals and noticed that students had a difficult 
time trying to apply theory to practice. Some felt that the theory was irrelevant to their particular 
situation and the relevance of the theory that students were exposed to and its use for their 
practice was again called into question. When I started work as a full-time lecturer in 1989, I 
conducted a series of interviews with students about a course that they had just completed on 
Family and Child Care to find out how they experienced the theoretical literature in its 
application to their practice. It emerged from the interviews that students had major difficulties 
in attempting to apply what they had learnt in the course in areas such as family therapy and 
divorce work. I realised there were assumptions about family structure and life circumstances 
that were being made in these texts which did not articulate with students’ experiences of their 
own families and those with whom they worked.  

Macro-social, cultural and economic factors were and still are generally ignored in social work 
courses on Family and Child Care in South Africa (examples of course outlines from the two 
other regional universities are included in Appendix B). This is reflected in the fact that the 
predominant theoretical approach to teaching courses on Family and Child Care in South 
Africa was, and has remained, systems theory, which occludes various issues in analysing 
social problems. The systems theory approach constructs families as systems rather than as 
specific cultural and social practices. Socially produced practices and relationships are treated 
as properties of individuals who are then held accountable for whatever position they find 
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themselves in. Systems theory is derived from a cybernetics perspective used for information 
systems which is mechanistic in its view and decontextualises families from external social 
issues, regarding ‘the family ‘ as an entity in its own right (Rivett and Street 2003). My own 
experience and that of the students was that, in many cases, the socio-political and -cultural 
circumstances in South Africa had a significant impact on how people behaved and on what 
people were able to do.  

These concerns motivated me to investigate issues further by looking at various forms of 
privilege and harm in South African society as reflected in students’ own experiences of their 
family circumstances. I decided to use an assignment on their own families which social work 
students had to complete between their second and third undergraduate years and to insert 
questions on various forms of discrimination, relating to race, gender and generation, in order 
to elicit students’ reflections on their own families’ experiences. I was interested in finding out 
how students’ family situations were similar to or different from traditional social work textbook 
notions of ‘the family’ and how various forms of discrimination had impacted on students and 
their family members. It is my use of these assignments which has become the basis of the 
research for this PhD project. 

 

The Family Course at UWC 
I started working with the assignment on which this project is based in 1993. At that time, the 
UWC Social Work Department’s mission statement read as follows: 

We serve a constituency of students in pursuit of liberation from the oppressive impact 
of “First World” realities in our society, including sheer economic repression, and – of 
course – the whole gamut of apartheid as a specific instance of colonialism. 

In the process we are committed to the liberatory aims and actions of the communities 
from which our students come, in so far as these relate to the ideal of an undivided, 
non-racial and truly democratic South Africa. 

In the spirit of these commitments, within the confines of our resources, we pursue the 
best possible standards of teaching and training, promoting the vision of a truly free 
South Africa. This includes attention to self-development, the growth and maintenance 
of ourselves as guides to our students, which for us is a matter of intellect as well as 
down to earth practice. 

Furthermore, we are committed to dealing with the special difficulties encountered by 
our students scholastically, which come as a result of the many discriminations 
perpetrated against them in apartheid society. 

We intend to be and do all of the above from a consciousness of universality: a 
transcendence from that which is spiritually stifling in mere attachment to our locality. 
Our intention, ultimately, is the richest possible communication of persons – and 
encompassingly we view all our thinking and activity as devoted to an ever-deepening 
understanding and respect for the integrity of persons.4 

In 1992, a year before this mission statement was written, the Department of Social Work had 
undertaken a major curriculum review. During this review it was decided that the lecturer who 
was to teach the ‘Family and Child Care’ course in the third year syllabus would also be 
responsible for the practicum assignment, the Family-in-Community Profile. This profile was to 
be regarded as a stepping stone research exercise for second year Social Work students in 
order to contribute to the skills they would need in their fourth year when they would have to 

                                                  
4 This mission statement was largely thought out and devised by the well-known Afrikaans poet Professor Adam 
Small, who was then Head of the Social Work Department at the University of the Western Cape. 
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undertake a more extensive research project. Since I had undertaken to teach the ‘Family and 
Child Care’ course and with it, the Family-in-Community Profile, I was keen to implement some 
changes to incorporate my own convictions that the realities of apartheid society needed 
somehow to be reflected in the course content and the family profile. The departmental mission 
statement provided a discursive space for the course content to reflect a sensitivity to the 
circumstances in which students were living.  

In studying the previous course outlines on the ‘Family and Child Care’ course, I was taken 
aback at the fact that much of the literature tended to be based on assumptions of the nuclear 
family, with a breadwinner husband and a stay-at home caregiver wife who looked after the 
one or two children that were biologically related to her and her spouse. This described a 
situation very different from the majority of South Africans’ experience, and I wondered how 
students related to the literature. Furthermore, the texts dealt with sophisticated family therapy 
techniques, and I wondered how applicable these were in the South African situation: the 
majority of people in South Africa were struggling with bread-and-butter issues and living in 
circumstances which may not have called for these clinical therapeutic types of approaches to 
solving problems. Wits social work academics Doyhani Mamphiswana and Noyoo Ndangwa 
(2001) have also noted that social work curricula in South Africa, in their emphasis on 
preparation of highly skilled therapists to deal with first-world types of social problems, have not 
met the needs of Africans. They have observed that pressing problems such as poverty and 
un- or underemployment have not been dealt with in curricula, which has led to practitioners 
being unprepared for dealing with issues facing the majority of South Africans.  

The textbook used for the course, (and still used by other Social Work Departments in their 
courses, see for example Appendix B) entitled Family Treatment in Social Work Practice, 
included a chapter called ‘Family Treatment for Problem Poverty Families’ and another called 
‘Family Treatment with Black families’ (Janzen and Harris 1986). Both chapters pathologised 
black families as deviant from the norm and as problematic. I wondered what impact this had 
on students, who were all black and largely living in poverty, occupying marginalised positions 
in the South African landscape. Did they regard their own families as pathological in the light of 
the theory that they studied?  

Ann Phoenix (1987) has coined the couplet ‘normalised absence/ pathologised presence’ to 
describe how the experience of black people is typically excluded or ignored, or if it is alluded 
to, it is associated with ‘social problems’, seen to be deviated from the norm, such as early and 
single motherhood. Black people’s experiences and development are either rendered invisible 
or are presumed to be pathological unless they assimilate to the white, middle-class norms that 
structure the models. For example, issues such as drug abuse were presented in the Family 
and Child Care course as if they are caused exclusively by dysfunctional family circumstances, 
whereas much evidence from UWC students’ accounts indicates the strong effect of contextual 
circumstance on the development of these problems. 

I also found it perturbing that the previous course outline indicated little or no focus on the 
impact of macro issues such as social policy on practice with families. State policies and 
decisions on social security, for example, had and have a direct impact on how people in 
families survive and how social workers intervene in their lives. Yet the conceptual landscape 
of the course content focused on internal dynamics within the family, rendering visible only 
deficits and pathologies, ostensibly caused only by these internal dynamics.  

In social work texts at the time, there were three methods of intervention, namely case work, 
which entails working with individuals and families, group work with groups of people and 
community work with communities. In texts on community work in the social work curriculum 
issues such as poverty were acknowledged, but not in texts on case work with individuals or on 
groupwork. In family-focused texts, the inclination was for problems to be defined in terms of 
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intra/interpersonal deficits. Instead of reflecting groups of people who are coping with poverty, 
unemployment and racism, the emphasis was on unstable relationships, parental children5 and 
faulty communication patterns. Unequal power relations, specifically gender, race and age 
inequalities were naturalised by being rendered invisible and treated as normal.  

On account of these taken-for-granted assumptions about family members’ positions and roles 
and prescriptions on how to intervene if any members deviated from these expectations, the 
discipline of Social Work, in the field of family intervention, was presented as neutral and 
scientific. There was no acknowledgement that the opinions offered in these texts could be 
subjected to questioning; they were often stated factually, as if the position being offered was a 
universal one. However, a question that stood out for me as I looked through these texts was: 
what unacknowledged cultural practices does social work represent as normal or universal, in 
its so-called scientific expert discourse? 

 

Making the course more relevant 
In order to convince departmental colleagues that changes should be made both to the name 
and the content of the course, I was requested to write a motivation in this regard for the 
Department of Social Work. I began by changing the course name from ‘Family and Child Care 
(Dysfunctions of Family Life and Social Work Intervention)’ to ‘Family and Child Care (South 
African Family Life and Appropriate Social Work Intervention)’. My 1993 motivation for this to 
the Department of Social Work read as follows: 

I would like to suggest that the word ‘dysfunctions’ is removed from the title and 
replaced by ‘South African’. The word ‘dysfunction’ is frequently used in psychiatric 
social work and has connotations of abnormality or pathology. At the moment in this 
course, poverty is included as one of the ‘dysfunctions’ of the family. The negative 
effects that this would have on students’ conceptions of their own as well as clients’ 
families needs to be taken into consideration here. Another objection that could be 
raised with regard to ‘dysfunction’ is that it is based on the assumption that there is 
such a phenomenon as a ‘normal’ family, which is now outmoded even in the most 
conservative of texts on ‘the family’. What would a ‘normal’ South African family look 
like? The word ‘dysfunction’ then fails to take into account the diversity of family forms.  

In altering the content of the course, I consulted with an expert on reading and writing who was 
a colleague from the Academic Development Centre at UWC, Chrissy Boughey, currently 
Professor and Director of Academic Development at Rhodes University (a HWU in the Eastern 
Cape), and I wrote the following in the motivation: 

I have been discussing the possibilities of course content with Chrissy Boughey, who 
has agreed to assist me in trying to build on students’ reading and writing abilities. 
Chrissy has emphasised that one should not be overambitious in covering course 
content. Rather, one should work with what the students are bringing to the course both 
with regard to their conceptions and their previous experience. It seems that it is far 
preferable to cover less material and do it well, than to race through too much 
information and overwhelm the students. 

If we regard it as important that students need to be reflective and creative in 
conceptualising issues and intervention strategies, Chrissy’s idea of concentrating on 
what the students’ learning needs are, rather than an imposition of what we think that 
they need to know, becomes relevant. 

Her recommendations are that the course contents should be led by what the students 
need to know, which one only discovers by giving them an essay to write early on in the 
course. In other words, one needs to be very flexible and adapt one’s course according 

                                                  
5 The term ‘parental children’ is used in family therapy texts to indicate a state of pathology in which children are 
made to undertake responsibilities beyond what is ‘normally’ expected of children. 
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to the specific students of that particular year. The Family-in-Community Profile of all 
the students could be a start in informing the content of the course. 

It is this last sentence which is the focus of the present study. My concerns relating to the 
relevance of the perspectives offered in previous courses and the possibility that they 
pathologised students’ experiences provided a starting point for my interest in engaging with 
students’ reflections on their own family circumstances. This study is concerned with drawing 
out the insights which emerged from the Family-in-Community Profile assignments that can be 
used to inform the social work curriculum on Family and Child Care. Between 1993 and 1999 I 
collected Family-in-Community Profile assignments from UWC Social Work students who felt 
comfortable with me using their profiles (see Appendix A for the form drawn up to request the 
right to use students’ assignments). Making their profiles available to me required some effort 
on the students’ part, as they had to physically bring them to my office and leave them with me 
so that I could make copies of them. Some students did give me permission to copy them, but 
never got around to bringing their profiles to me. In the end I gained access to 118 profiles out 
of a group of 420 students. The profile of these students in terms of their race, gender and 
locale is presented in the following diagrams:  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1.   Race of student sample group 

As can be seen in Figure 1.1, of the 118 students, 64 (54%) were African and 54 (46%) were 
coloured. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2   Gender of student sample group 

Twenty four percent (28 of the 118) of students were male and seventy six percent (90) were 
females. Many more females than males study Social Work, as it is seen as a traditionally 
female caring profession. 

Race of Student Sample Group
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Figure 1.3   Reported location of households of student sample group 
 

Figure 1.3 shows that 72% (85) of the students’ households were in urban areas, with 28% 
(33) in rural areas.  

 
 
 

Aims and Objectives of the Study 
Reading through some of the Family-in-Community Profile assignments of these students, a 
task which I was required to do as the lecturer for the Family and Child Care course, I was 
struck by the rich information which they generated, and became convinced that both the 
process of completing the profile assignment and an analysis of the content of these profiles 
could be potentially important for the South African social work curriculum.  

This PhD project therefore aims to demonstrate the importance of giving space to local student 
voices as forms of subjugated knowledges to inform the curriculum on Family and Child Care. 
It does so by reflecting upon the process and product of critical autobiographical assignments 
which UWC social work students undertake on their own families. In so doing it provides on-
the-ground information about students’ family circumstances. While I believe that an 
understanding of the details of everyday practices of South African families is crucial if social 
workers are to know how to intervene in South African society, the explication of these local 
experiences in themselves is not enough. In addition to finding out what is happening locally, it 
is important to interrogate these experiences in terms of how privileges and disadvantages in 
relation to race, gender and age have affected students’ and family members’ ability to flourish 
as human beings. Social work is purportedly a profession that challenges inequalities and 
social exclusion (International Definition of Social Work 2001; Global Qualifying Standards for 
Social Work Education and Training 2002; Finn and Jacobson 2003; Kallen 2004). It therefore 
seems pertinent to examine the issues of privilege, inequality and subjugation in relation to 
issues of the social work curriculum. The purpose of this study is to examine the insights which 
emerge from these accounts of privilege and disadvantage in order to renew the social work 
curriculum. 

 

Method of investigation 
In order to achieve such renewal, the study presents an instance of how students can be given 
the opportunity of viewing their own circumstances and those of their family members in a 
critical manner through the lenses of race, gender, and generation. I describe the assignment 

Current Location of Student's Household

33

85

Rural Areas   28%
Urban Areas  72%

n = 118 
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which was used to do this – the Family-in-Community Profile – and explain how this 
assignment was changed to incorporate a critical analysis of the effects of race, gender, and 
generation on students and their family members. While these effects usually go unchallenged 
because they have the appearance of normality or naturalness, I argue that there is no such 
thing as a ‘natural’ practice: all practices are constructed in specific socio-cultural contexts.  

In this study, the concept of power is used in the Foucauldian sense of something which 
permeates all social relations and is not centred in one spot. My starting point is that no one 
possesses or has power, it is not located in an individual, rather it is diffuse and circulates in 
the micropolitics of everyday life. In addition to this, Foucault (1980) has also proposed that 
power relations produced and made possible subject positions, such as those who are 
regarded as ‘mad’ and thus that it is important to examine how subjects become constituted 
through power. In his view, power is also strongly implicit in practices of knowledge 
construction, where social reality is produced by discourses which have currency and 
dominance, and where other discourses remain hidden or subjugated, as they are not given 
legitimacy (Foucault 1980; McHoul and Grace 1993). It is in this light that the student accounts 
with which this thesis is concerned are of critical significance. 

 

Significance of the Family-in-Community Profile 
for social work 
In my view, the Family-in-Community Profile assignments, as critical auto/6 biographical 
accounts written by students, are valuable for several reasons. Firstly, they provide students 
with the opportunity of reflecting upon and articulating the circumstances and coping strategies 
of their families in the context of the socio-cultural landscape of South Africa through the 
analytical lenses of race, gender and generation, and as such lay the basis for an emerging 
counter-discourse. The students’ accounts as presented in their Family-in-Community Profile 
texts can thus be seen as sites of resistance to conventional disciplinary texts which have 
functioned to embody South African social work’s dominating or hegemonic modes of thought 
in relation to Family and Child Care. In that sense they constitute what Foucault (1980) called 
‘subjugated knowledges’, a notion which has been elaborated on by feminist writers (Weedon 
1997; Hekman 1999), critical social work theorists (Batsleer and Humphries 2000; Pease 1999, 
2002; Healy 2000), and narrative family therapy authors (White 1995,2000; White & 
Epston1990; Alice Morgan 2000). The present project is an attempt to bring to light and make 
public the marginalised local knowledges of UWC students which have hitherto been silenced 
and thus disqualified in the social work education terrain. 

Secondly, there have been no studies in South Africa, using Family-in-Community Profiles 
such as those engaged with in this study, on how black students understand their own families. 
The present study is therefore unique in the field of South African social work in its focus on the 
family practices of black marginalised social work students. It is also unique in that personal, 
individual experience and agency have been considered in conjunction with structural factors. 
By focusing on students’ accounts of the circumstances in which they and their family 
members have lived and the means of coping which they have developed for dealing with 
structural forces in South Africa a view is provided of how macro processes of political and 
economic disadvantage can be linked with everyday lives in micro context. Moreover, the 
project contributes to an understanding of how forms of discrimination and privilege that have 

                                                  
6 The term critical auto/biographical’ accounts was first introduced to social work by Derek Clifford (1998) who 
borrowed the term from the feminist research writer Liz Stanley (1992).  
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arisen from race, gender, and generation impact upon the micro processes of family 
circumstances.  

In order to interpret the findings from the profiles, I make use of a framework which I developed 
for the purpose of this study, and which I derived from using the ideas of international feminist 
scholars such as Nancy Fraser (1989; 1997; 2000), Martha Nussbaum (1995; 2000), Amartya 
Sen 1984; 1995; 2001), Val Plumwood (1993), Joan Tronto (1993) and others. Finally, I 
consider the implications of these critical autobiographical accounts of students’ families for the 
renewal of the South African social work curriculum both in terms of the framework which I 
developed to interpret the data and the themes which emerged from the 118 accounts which I 
analysed.  

In brief, then, my study has been an investigation into how UWC social work students 
responded to the Family-in-Community Profile assignment as I had added to and amended it, 
in order to give students the opportunity to view their own family practices through the lenses of 
race, gender, and generation. Furthermore, I have been interested in what lessons their 
accounts have for the social work curriculum. In what follows I will describe how each chapter 
has contributed to my overall aims. 

This manuscript is divided into three parts: 
 

• Part 1 provides the background for the study in that it examines the problematic nature 
of a traditional social work text and sets out the theoretical framework used and 
developed to interpret the data (Chapter 2). It also describes the data collection 
instrument, the Family-in-Community Profile assignment (Chapter 3). 

• Part 2 outlines the analysis of the empirical data in three chapters, the first on cultural 
racism as a form of misrecognition (Chapter 4), the second on institutional racism as 
exclusion from achievement of human capabilities (Chapter 5) and the third which 
focuses on how responsibilities, mis/recognition and (lack of) access to resources are 
related to gender and generation in students’ accounts (Chapter 6). 

• Part 3 explores the lessons that the analysis of the data have for the South African 
social work curriculum, in terms of pertinent curriculum content, empirical details of 
students’ accounts and pedagogical approaches in teaching social work (Chapter 7). 
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PART ONE 

Theoretical and Methodological  
background to the study 

 

 

 

 

In the next chapter in this section, Chapter Two, I elaborate on the prevailing paradigm in 
social work by examining a typical traditional text on ‘the family’ which is used in Child and 
Family Care courses in social work. I examine the assumptions underlying the text, and 
examine theoretical concepts which are important to my study. I elaborate on the theoretical 
framework which I developed to analyse the data, which is based on ideas from justice and 
care frameworks. In Chapter Three I elaborate on the research instrument that I used in this 
study – the Family-in-Community Profile assignment. I report on how the assignment was 
changed, the course reader which accompanied it, the way it was incorporated into 
pedagogical methods, and how I used it as a research instrument. In this Chapter, I also 
elaborate on important ethical concerns which emerged during the course of conducting the 
study. 
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CHAPTER  2  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

 

Introduction  
The overall goal of this chapter is to outline the theoretical and normative framework that I have 
used to interpret the data in the empirical chapters. I do this in a number of different steps. Firstly, 
I present an excerpt of a typical traditional text given to students in the previous third year course 
on Family and Child Care in UWC’s Department of Social Work. I use this text, drawn from 
Samuel Dixon’s (1979) social work text book, to illustrate the authoritative manner in which what 
is ostensibly a neutral, scientific account of a family situation and the social work response to this 
situation is presented to students. By analysing the text in detail, I attempt to show that, rather 
than being a value-free universal account of ‘the family’ and of social work’s benign response to 
the circumstances which are described, the text is, in fact, saturated with value judgements that 
reflect its having been written from a particular theoretical perspective. I attempt to examine the 
possible meanings that such an account is likely to convey to the social work students who are 
the intended audience of the text. I argue that this text can be seen as an example of what 
Foucault (1977a) refers to as a ‘disciplinary practice’ in that it creates a sense of what is normal 
and proper to do and think about ‘the family’ and social work’s response to the problems 
perceived therein. In this way, the ‘expert’ discourse normalises a particular view of ‘the family’ 
and the ‘appropriate’ social work response to the situation described in the text.  

The second step in developing my theoretical framework is to propose how, in contrast to texts 
such as Dixon’s, students’ accounts of their family lives, as elicited during the course when I 
taught it, can be seen as examples of subjugated knowledges, or what Nancy Fraser (1989) 
refers to as oppositional discourses. These can be counterposed to the traditional text as 
presented in the earlier versions of the course. I explain how the revised version of the course 
encouraged and required students to view their own family situations from a perspective that 
was different from that used by the traditional text that I present and deconstruct in this 
chapter. I propose a theoretical and normative model for interpreting the data from the Family-
in-Community Profile assignments, that is derived from the ideas of Sen (1984; 1995) and 
Nussbaum (1995; 2000) in their human capabilities approach, those of Tronto (1993) and other 
political ethics of care theorists, and those of Fraser (1997; 2000) with regard to 
mis/recognition and participatory parity.  

 

The Prevailing Paradigm in Social Work:  
An Illustrative Text 
The excerpt below comes from a set of readings given to social work students at UWC for the 
Family and Child Care course prior to 1994. It comes from a book entitled Working with People in 
Crisis: Theory and Practice written by Samuel Dixon (1979), which deals with crisis intervention – 
a still popular method taught to social work students for dealing with various crises that occur in 
individuals’ lives. The theoretical paradigm upon which crisis intervention is based is generally 
systems theory. Dixon’s is a fairly representative and typical text on ‘the family’ and ‘family 
therapy’ to which students were exposed in UWC’s Social Work department and still are today at 
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some South African tertiary institutions (see Appendix B for examples of recent course outlines 
on family therapy and child care at the two other regional universities in the Western Cape (both 
HAIs) offering Social Work as a programme to students). The Dixon text serves to illustrate how, 
in the process of explaining how family therapy is meant to take place, both families and social 
workers are constructed in specific ways. Social workers are positioned in these texts as people 
who are meant to be looking for what is wrong with families, in other words, for the characteristics 
of family pathologies.  

 
 
 

 

Generally, family structure consists of a mother, father, and one or more children. 
A crisis can be precipitated by a threat to family structure such as the introduction 
of a new member or the loss of a member. The single-parent family is vulnerable to 
the development of a crisis because of a deficit in structure. It is deprived of a 
resource that generally gives strength and support to family structure. The strength 
of family structure is determined by how each member fulfills (sic) functions and 
roles. In this regard the heart of family functioning is the marriage. The therapist 
assesses the contribution of the marital relationship to the family crisis. What is the 
relationship between husband and wife? Are they together or disunited and 
competitive? A divided family cannot be a strong family. Is the marriage an 
unwillfully dominate (sic) and submissive relationship? Revolving around the 
marital relationship are the functions and roles of the children. What are the 
children’s roles and expectations individually and collectively? Are they perceived 
as respected individuals, or are they used by one or both parents? If so, how and 
in what way? For example, is one a scapegoat who is keeping the family from total 
disintegration? What is the nature of feelings and emotional atmosphere in the 
family? What is the nature of the communication process? How does each 
member feel about the others and about the relationship of others in the family? 
What needs are being met in the family? What needs are not being met, and how 
are members reacting to unmet needs? In sum, the assessment and evaluation of 
the family requires the evaluation of the family as a total unit and of each 
individual’s contribution to its total functioning. The therapist needs to answer such 
questions in order to know the degree of debilitation and what areas of weakness 
requiring treatment and sources of strength that (sic) can be used to help establish 
equilibrium and strengthen family functioning. Synthesising this information 
enables the therapist to formulate a dynamic explanation of the causes of the 
family crisis (Dixon 1979:165 -166). 

 
 
 
 

The ways in which ‘the family’ is constructed in Dixon’s and similar texts is reliant upon a number 
of assumptions, which I will elaborate below. The assumptions that emanate from this family form 
continue to hold considerable sway in society, not only in social work education circles but also in 
social work practice and in the construction and implementation of social policy. Texts tend to be 
presented to students as authoritative accounts. As such, they may be highly influential in 
determining what is doable or thinkable in relation to social work with families. In order to 
demonstrate the possible effect that texts such as the one above may have, I will now consider it 
in terms of the possible meanings that it could convey to students.  

In what follows I identify some of the major normalising assumptions in the excerpt quoted 
above and I indicate the ways in which these assumptions are problematic. By ‘normalising 
assumptions’ I mean what is taken for granted as ‘normal’, as I explain further on, utilising 
Foucault’s (1977a) notion of ‘normalisation’. 

In order to clarify which section of the excerpt I am dealing with, I repeat the section that is 
being commented on. 
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Excerpt 1 
Generally, family structure consists of a mother, father, and one or more children. 
A crisis can be precipitated by a threat to family structure such as the introduction 
of a new member or the loss of a member. The single-parent family is vulnerable to 
the development of a crisis because of a deficit in structure. It is deprived of a 
resource that generally gives strength and support to family structure (Dixon 
1979:165). 

 
 

The assumption here involves the nuclear family. The family is presented as consisting of a 
mother, a father and a couple of children. The nuclear family is taken to be natural and 
universal. The use of the word ‘generally’ could mean either that this family form is statistically 
the most common and hence, by implication, universal, or that it is the normatively desirable 
family form to which all families ought to aspire. In fact, these two assertions are often 
combined: something that is considered as universal is often also considered to be norm(al) 
and worthy – the way we should behave. In ascribing the status of universality to the nuclear 
family, Dixon portrays it as the self-evident or desirable and good way of living (Dickerson 
1995).  

The single-parent family is described as suffering from a ‘deficit in structure’. This reinforces 
the idea that something or someone is missing which should ordinarily and properly be there. 
There is no distinction made as to the particular form of single-parenthood – whether it has 
occurred through separation, divorce or the second/other parent never having been part of the 
picture at all. Furthermore, the gender of the single-parent is not mentioned, although it is 
implied, through ‘common knowledge’, and through empirical reality, that single parent 
households are mostly female-headed. Functionalist descriptions of ‘the family’ commonly 
represent single-parent families in this genderless way (Hare-Mustin 1987; Perelberg 1990). 
The idea that single-parent families are pathological and represent a deviation from the norm 
does not accord with the commonness of this particular family form in contemporary society. 

According to Dixon (1979) in the above extract, the multitude of people in the world living in (by 
implication) female-headed single-parent households are ‘deprived of a resource that generally 
gives strength and support to family structure.’ Although Dixon does not specify that it is the 
father who is absent, the way this statement is constructed implies that it is a male 
(breadwinner) partner who is the missing resource and source of strength and support. 

The assumption that the male breadwinner is a source of strength and support is flawed in that 
it is premised on the notions that the resources which the breadwinner acquires are equitably 
available and distributed to all members of the household and that men are neither abusive nor 
violent in their relationships with their partners and children. The single (mother) parent family 
is represented as being located at the polar opposite of the normative two-parent family, and 
as representing a deficit in the family structure as compared with the (superior) norm of the 
nuclear family. This view does not take into account the problems attending two-parent families 
in which the above notions concerning the male breadwinner do not apply. Its effect is to 
render the single-parent family and, in particular, the single-mother family, pathological and 
therefore accessible for scrutiny and intervention by social workers.  

The manner in which single-parent households are socially and economically positioned in 
terms of societal resources is not addressed in the text. Rather, the problem of single-parenting 
is located within the family itself, which is seen as being responsible for the deprivation of 
resources. By using terms such as ‘deficit’ and ‘deprived’ Dixon creates and reinforces an idea 
that problems are located within the family itself. The term ‘generally’, used twice, gives 
emphasis to the notion of the normalcy of the nuclear family and the pathologisation of all other 
family forms. 
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Excerpt 2 
The strength of family structure is determined by how each member fulfills 
functions and roles (Dixon 1979:165) 

 
 

This reference to the strength of a family does not indicate any distinction between how 
different members of the family may be strengthened. No disaggregation in terms of gender or 
generation is mentioned, and it is assumed that the so-called ‘strength of family structure’ 
affects all family members equally and in the same way. Such an idea is based on a theory 
(namely systems theory) which is similar to functionalism in that it considers that the whole is 
greater than the parts and cannot be reduced to the segments or components that make it up 
(Rivett and Street 2003; Cheal 1991; Morgan 1975; 1985).7  

The reference to ‘functions and roles’ in Excerpt 2 is based on the assumption/presupposition 
that one’s biological make-up necessarily leads to the assumption of particular ‘roles’ and 
‘functions’. The biological mother is regarded as the primary care-giver, the biological father as 
the natural breadwinner and the biological children as the natural dependants who are 
socialised by the parents and specifically the biological mother. In other words, these 
‘functions’ and ‘roles’ are based upon theories which maintain that the nuclear family form is 
both natural and universal as a normative institution. Yet, as Morgan (1975) has pointed out, 
this particular family form became prevalent in the Western world only during the time of 
industrialisation, and did so precisely because it provided for the needs of society at that time. 
The nuclear family thus came to be considered the best able to fulfil the functions required for 
survival in industrialised society where work had become separated from home; it became a 
distinct and separate but integral part of the greater system of industrialised society. It was for 
that reason that functionalist arguments, propounded by theorists such as Parsons and Bales 
(1956), developed a view of the functions of ‘the family’ as being the rearing and socialisation 
of children and the emotional support of a workforce in which only men took a direct part. Each 
man’s stay-at-home wife was supposed to be engaged in the so-called expressive role, that is, 
the emotional care-taking of the children and the husband, while the breadwinner husband took 
on the so-called instrumental role by providing those in the household with resources derived 
from his wages (Parsons 1970; Parsons and Bales 1956). According to such theories, women 
are located in the private sphere of the household and men in the public world of waged labour.  

In terms of such an approach the gendered division of labour is then translated into inevitable 
sex role differentiation, which is seen as functional for the individual and the family as a whole 
(Thorne 1982; Morgan 1975). The presumed ‘naturalness’ of these fixed roles and functions 
leaves little room for flexibility and negotiation as to who should assume which role. 

Armed with such a set of ideas, the job of a social worker is to assess how, whether, and to 
what extent each person in a family is fulfilling his/her ‘natural’ function or role. Such an 
assessment then allows the social worker to judge the family either positively or negatively, 

                                                  
7 The use of systems theory, particularly in relation to assessment and intervention with families, but also in other 
contexts, is taken as a given and is deeply entrenched in social work in South Africa (South African Qualifications 
Authority: BA (Social Work) Exit Level Outcomes 2003) and internationally (Global Qualifying Standards for Social 
Work Education and Training 2002); it is also becoming more widely adopted in psychological discourse (see Bozalek 
1997 for a more in-depth discussion of how systems theory has impacted on psychology texts). A text commonly 
presented as a foundational text to social work students at all South African tertiary institutions is Compton and 
Galaway’s (1989) Social Work Processes, which uses only systems theory, although it is not explicit about doing so. 
Compton and Galaway (1989:112) define a system thus: “a system is usually thought of as a whole consisting of 
interdependent and interacting parts”. The efficacy of systems theory is unexamined and presented as self-evident in 
and for social work.  
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using as a criterion a measure of the extent to which family members conform to what is 
expected of them in terms of a prescribed sociological theory and model of the family.  

Working in such a way occludes recognition by the social worker of any power relations 
between family members. Indeed it effectively means that notions of power relations are simply 
accepted and therefore given no consideration. Ideas of individual dependence and 
independence, and of equality and inequality in the family, cannot therefore be entertained. It is 
merely assumed by the social worker that family members will perform their prescribed roles 
adequately and, if they will not or cannot do so, it behoves the social worker to ‘intervene’. 

All this is despite the fact that in other disciplines such as anthropology and sociology, 
functionalism has been recognised as ethnocentric and old-fashioned (Pahl 1999). 

 

Excerpt 3 
In this regard the heart of family functioning is the marriage. The therapist 
assesses the contribution of the marital relationship to the family crisis. What is 
the relationship between husband and wife? Are they together or disunited and 
competitive? A divided family cannot be a strong family. Is the marriage an 
unwillfully dominate and submissive relationship? (Dixon 1979:166) 

 
 

The text above implies that everything in the family depends upon the marital relationship. The 
use of the word ‘heart’ both centres the family on the marital relationship and conveys notions 
of a romantic relationship upon which the normative marriage is assumed to be based. Use of 
the term ‘therapist’ to describe the social worker invokes a medical model approach to the 
assessment of the relationship and to the role of the social worker in that relationship. If 
partners are construed as disunited, as disagreeing or competing with one another, then they 
constitute a divided core of the family unit and are implicitly therefore in a ‘family crisis’. In other 
words, marital differences can only be seen and understood as problems and as representing 
a pathological condition that underlies all and any other issues that may exist in ‘the family’.  

A view that the marital relationship is central to both the successes and the ‘crisis’ of the family 
works from an assumption that a particular kind of marital relationship already exists in the family 
unit and that it is of a particular kind: heterosexual (husband and wife are mentioned); married 
rather than co-habiting; and a long-term stable relationship in which both partners are physically 
present in the household. These assumptions reinforce notions of what is taken for granted or 
regarded as normal. The question as to whether the marriage is ‘an unwillfully dominate (sic) or 
submissive relationship’ suggests a potential loss of individual choice that, implicitly, might and 
should be involved in the form that the marital relationship takes. Yet the statement includes no 
mention of gender, implying that dominance and submission are generally gender-neutral in a 
marital relationship. Furthermore, differences in experience of the marital relationship are elided 
in that there is no distinction suggested between the experience of husbands and wives with 
regard to dominance and submission. The pervasiveness of male dominance and even abuse in 
intimate relationships is neither alluded to nor entertained – gender relations simply do not exist 
according to this account.8  In other words, the asymmetries and inequalities that inhere in the 
distinctive roles proposed for men/husbands and women/wives (breadwinner husband in the 
public sphere and emotional caring wife in the private sphere) are not considered. it is this very 
asymmetry that should be one of the foci of the ‘problems’ that are assessed and addressed by 
social workers. 

                                                  
8 For more extensive discussion of the impact of interactional models of family therapy derived from systems theory in 
the field of domestic violence, see Foreman and Dallos (1993).  
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Excerpt 4 
What are the children’s roles and expectations individually and collectively? Are 
they perceived as respected individuals, or are they used by one or both 
parents? If so, how and in what way? For example, is one a scapegoat who is 
keeping the family from total disintegration? (Dixon 1979:166) 

 
 

The reference in the above excerpt to one or both parents using the child refers to an idea 
which is common in family therapy, that one member of the family, usually a child, is carrying 
the symptomatic burden of all the family pathology (Rivett and Street 2003). This person, the 
‘scapegoat’, is then blamed by others in the family as the problematic family member in order 
to hide the real problems of a ‘dysfunctional’ or pathological marital relationship. In other 
words, the core significance of the marital relationship and its breakdown is concealed by 
laying blame on a family member who is not part of the marital dyad. The ‘delinquent child’ or 
the ‘drug abusing adolescent’ may thus be given the label, in family therapy, as the ‘identified 
patient’ who is carrying the pain of other family members and is ‘acting out’ misdemeanours as 
a consequence (Rivett and Street 2003).  

A number of conclusions can be drawn from the manner in which the above excerpt presents 
the problems it does. Firstly, individuals’ problems, such as becoming a scapegoat for the 
family, are construed as arising from problems existing internally in the relationships in ‘the 
family’. A consequence is that the possibility that problems such as drug abuse or juvenile 
‘delinquency’ might originate externally, in school or community relations, for example, is not 
considered. Secondly, the implications of broader social structural pressures, such as race, 
gender and generation inequalities, in the construction of these problems are entirely absent. 
Problems are seen to result from faulty and dysfunctional relationships between family 
members, particularly marital partners, who, in terms of the theory underlying these arguments, 
should be relating to one another according to fixed roles associated with the various social 
statuses thought to be normative within the (equally normative) family. The identified problem 
is regarded as an apolitical phenomenon where power relations are of no consequence. 
Thirdly, the situation is presented as if it were one where, in the event of the absence of a child 
or other family member who can act as the family scapegoat, the entire family would collapse. 
What this suggests is that a notion of circular causality is being promoted: the child is being 
identified by the family as the problem in order to save ‘one or both parents’ from 
acknowledging that the problems really lie with them and their dysfunctional relationship. 
Finally, what members of the family have identified as a problem is then simply reframed as 
another problem that is part of the family dynamic. Family members must therefore then be re-
educated about the ‘real’ and the ‘underlying’ problems and accept the sovereignty of the 
expert’s version of the problem.  

 
 

Excerpt 5  
What is the nature of feelings and emotional atmosphere in the family? What is 
the nature of the communication process? How does each member feel about 
the others and about the relationship of others in the family? What needs are 
being met in the family? What needs are not being met, and how are members 
reacting to unmet needs? (Dixon 1979:166) 
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The question and answer form of this excerpt implies that it is the social worker who should 
know and be the authoritative expert – the one who is in a position to answer these questions 
from the ‘raw data’ of what the family members give her/him in answer to the questions. The 
passage also gives credence to the idea that family-based problems are understood in terms of 
‘feelings’, ‘emotions’ and ‘communication patterns’. That idea is needed to legitimate what 
social workers do when they engage in assessments of communication patterns, an aspect of 
family life that is seen as separate from wider societal processes. Needs are then construed by 
implication as emotional and as having the potential to be met within the context of ‘the family’ 
on its own. Problems too are perceived to be intra-familial and addressable and ‘treatable’ 
within the exclusive context of ‘the family’. By implication, then, needs are relegated to family 
communication patterns and regarded as being amenable to family-based therapeutic 
interventions that make no explicit reference to circumstances beyond the boundaries of the 
family. Stress is thus placed on social workers to give special attention to the private sphere of 
the family, leaving individual family members unmarked in terms of race, gender and 
generation, except in so far as the issue of gender may be reflected in the behavioural norms 
and expected roles to be played in the properly functioning family. The public sphere is thus 
virtually never mentioned in relation to the problems experienced, with the consequence that 
‘the family’ is completely decontextualised. 

 

Excerpt 6 
In sum, the assessment and evaluation of the family requires the evaluation of 
the family as a total unit and of each individual’s contribution to its total 
functioning. The therapist needs to answer such questions in order to know the 
degree of debilitation and what areas of weakness requiring treatment and 
sources of strength that can be used to help establish equilibrium and 
strengthen family functioning. Synthesising this information enables the 
therapist to formulate a dynamic explanation of the causes of the family crisis 
(Dixon 1979:166). 

 

 

The message here is that the social worker is meant to regard the family as a total and 
effectively closed unit. S/he is meant to attempt to re-establish equilibrium in the unit by 
‘treating’ the weaknesses s/he finds in it, and by supporting the strengths s/he identifies in it. In 
this way, the social worker is expected to attempt to normalise the lives of the targeted family in 
terms of the functional model of what constitutes a normal family. S/he is expected to frame the 
problems s/he observes in that family within the context of a traditional functionalist notion of 
‘the family’, with a breadwinner husband, a care-giving wife and their dependent biological 
children. The asymmetries and inequalities within these relationships are rendered normal and 
natural, and ‘equilibrium’ is restored to the traditional roles of the nuclear family as constructed 
in terms of a functionalist model in which the family functions almost autonomously, 
independent of the remainder of the supposedly functioning whole that is society.  

The very term ‘treatment’, as used here by Dixon (1979), also has specific connotations that 
relate to a medical model where the practitioner is regarded as an authoritative ‘expert’. It is the 
social worker’s views that reign supreme here, rather than those of the family members or those 
derived from the collaboration of the social worker with the family members. In such an 
hierarchical model, the ‘expert’ social worker constructs the problem as a disease or pathology, 
identifies the appropriate treatment strategy, and then convinces family members of the necessity 
of the prescribed treatment. The hierarchical manner in which the decisions/assessments or 
diagnoses are made – by the social worker as ‘expert’ rather than by the family members as 
experts – is obscured by the supposedly neutral knowledge upon which the skills of the social 
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worker are believed to be based. The power which exists in this kind of hierarchical relationship 
is masked by the supposedly benevolent attitude which the social worker is meant to have 
towards members of her/his target family. The therapist or social worker is assumed to be well-
intentioned and to have at heart the interests of all members of the target family. Foucault’s 
(1980) critical method of understanding power is useful here, in that it locates power outside 
conscious intention. Rather than asking ‘who is in power?’ or how one person dominates 
another, he asks how power manages to install itself or how subjects become constituted. In the 
processes of assessing and intervening in the family, which processes can themselves be 
regarded as techniques of power, the family members are positioned in specific ways. This 
power not only subjugates. it also frames the individual’s sense of self as a ‘normal’ mother, 
father, daughter or son, and the assumptions and expectations that accompany these positions 
within the nuclear family in the view of the social worker. This is how family members would 
willingly submit to these forms of assessment and intervention from the social worker, producing 
what Foucault (1977:138) referred to as ‘docile bodies’. 

 

Social work as a disciplinary practice 
In my analysis of the above excerpts I have indicated how social work students are expected to 
develop a sense of their right, as social workers, to control and regulate family life-styles, and 
how that derives from their development and application of normalising tools such as family 
assessment and evaluation of family problems. Furthermore, I have shown how the text 
presents the family as a separable and distinct social unit that should be functional in particular 
normative ways in order to secure the well-being of its members. In the section that follows, I 
elaborate on the wider implications of my analysis of the Dixon text within a theoretical 
framework making use of Foucault’s (1977a) concept of ‘disciplinary practices’, in which social 
work can be regarded as a human science that is involved in regulating and stipulating norms 
of human behaviour. 

Foucault (1977a) traced the development of the disciplinary practices which replaced the 
sovereign power of public torture for crimes and other breaches of the law in France in the 
early eighteenth century. According to Foucault, deviations from what was constructed as the 
norm in terms of behaviour came to be addressed by means of interventions which were 
constructed to change them through the application of more subtle means than public torture. 
These interventions included processes of formal observation leading to regulation and the 
normalisation of subjects by authoritative experts on human social and psychological behaviour 
(professionals). Foucault argued that the process was such that it led to the subject engaging 
in self-surveillance: the gaze of the professional was internalised and exercised by the subject 
him or herself. This aspect is reflected in the Dixon (1979) text where he proposes to social 
work students that they need to learn to constitute their subjects in conformity with familist 
norms. This instruction can be seen as a reflection of the extent to which social work is a 
disciplinary practice.  

Disciplinary practices like social work or psychiatry are not regarded as nakedly coercive and 
controlling in the way that penal institutions, for example, would be. The Foucauldian 
perspective, however, maintains that by exerting a subtle form of control over people, social 
workers attempt to achieve what social work as a discipline sets out for them to do: to shape 
individuals according to a particular norm and thereby to discipline them in terms of that norm 
(to normalise them) without making them aware of what is happening. The objective of this 
process is to root out deviance and pathology by moral regulation of what is constructed as 
normal. In this instance, it is only the professional social worker who is entrusted with the ability 
to distinguish what is normal from what is deviant, by virtue of the ‘expert’ knowledge s/he 
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possesses. In other words, the subject of surveillance does not have the power to define his or 
her own interpretation of the circumstances. As Foucault proclaimed: 

The judges of normality are present everywhere. We are in the society of the teacher-
judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the ‘social worker’-judge; it is on them that 
the universal reign of the normative is based; and each individual, wherever he may find 
himself, subjects it to his body, his behaviour, his aptitudes, his achievements (Foucault 
1977a:304). 

Foucault emphasises that his point “is not that everything is bad, but that everything is 
dangerous” (Rabinow 1984:343).  Taking that as a starting point, the sort of power that social 
work practitioners exercise could be regarded as more dangerous than the power that inheres 
in more overt forms of disciplining, such as institutionalisation. That is because such power is 
much more subtle and difficult to identify than the overt exercise of power that one finds in 
formal disciplinary institutions. Foucault saw the more subtle form of power as a ‘modern 
power’ of normalisation and surveillance rather than power in the ‘ancient regime’, which was 
more coercive and directed at the physical body. 

The language, rhetoric and manner of conceptualisation that one finds in works such as 
Dixon’s (1979) make it difficult to identify where relations of power are to be found. This is 
because the language used is presented as neutral, and because the social worker is 
presented as an objective professional who is necessarily both caring and desiring to help. Yet, 
it is precisely because such neutral language fails to address issues such as gender, race and 
class inequalities that its apparent neutrality is in fact a means of exercising a form of power.  

 

Social workers as arbiters of the ‘normal’ 
Building upon Foucault’s critique of the human science professions, Jacques Donzelot (1979) 
and Nancy Fraser (1989) have written about social workers as professionals who intervene in the 
realm that has come to be known as ‘the social’. Donzelot (1979) described the realm of the 
‘social’ as neither public nor private. Rather, he claimed, the ‘social’ constitutes a new hybrid 
realm in which professions like psychiatry and social work exert power through scrutinising and 
weighing up the intimate details of people’s lives and intervening with suggestions and 
prescriptions for behaviour. In this way, social work as a discipline determines for its clients what 
is normal. As a profession, social work has also developed various forms of ‘assessment’ (to 
determine whether family members are ‘normal’) and of ‘treatment’ (to deal with those who fall 
short of the norms). The social work practices and principles behind these methods are made to 
appear timeless and natural, in such a way that social work educators, practitioners, and 
students come to accept these norms without questioning their socially and politically constructed 
nature. A consequence is that social work texts make it possible, or indeed require, in particular 
times and places, that students accept what should be regarded as ‘the truth’ about ‘the family’ 
and what social workers should do in relation to deviations from the realisation of those truths.  

Because social work texts have conveyed the idea of ‘family problems’ as ‘pathologies’ which 
can be ‘repaired’ or ‘cured’ by social workers through their giving attention to the 
communication patterns of members living in a household, they represent what Foucault 
(1980) would term a ‘regime of truth’, or a dominant discursive regime. This ‘regime of truth’ 
creates the types of discourse it accepts, and purports to function as ‘the truth’ about what 
family life is supposed to be. In other words, it exercises power over, regulates and governs the 
reader’s thoughts on family life and, in so doing, organises the reader’s experience. As Nancy 
Fraser (1989:145) has put it, such discourses lend to the received idea of what family life is an 
‘aura of facticity that discourages contestation’, thus excluding alternative ways of 
understanding family life. The underlying assumptions behind much of what is presented as 
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‘truth’ in the readings set for courses such as those in Family and Child Care programmes is 
not made accessible to students, nor are they ever explicitly interrogated as part of such study 
programmes.  

Nancy Fraser (1989:156) also sees the ‘social’ as a site of discourse about people’s needs, 
specifically about problematic needs which have broken out of the domestic and/or official 
economic spheres that earlier contained them as ‘private matters’. In this terrain of the ‘social’, 
Fraser identifies a number of competing discourses or ways of talking about such problematic 
needs. One is the needs discourse of experts – the social workers or ‘family therapists’ whose 
raison d’être is to intervene in a situation defined as problematic. This is the needs discourse 
implicit in the traditional Dixon text which forms the focus of the earlier part of this chapter. A 
second discourse identified by Fraser (1989) is the oppositional needs discourse in which 
social movements such as black, gay, lesbian, clients or workers articulate their views. Such a 
discourse subverts official discourses in that it reflects the voices of those ‘from below’, as 
Fraser (1989:171) puts it. She is referring to those who have been marginalised, disdained or 
ignored and are regarded as deviant in terms of societal norms.  

In this study, I contend that students’ accounts of their families form part of this latter type of 
social discourse because they give voice to those who, at least implicitly, are resisting and 
contesting expert visions of how they are positioned. They also give voice to the needs of 
people who have been marginalised in various ways and to a set of articulated alternative and 
politicised views of family practices.  

 

Subjugated knowledges 
Alongside the official body of social work knowledge contained in texts, is the knowledge that 
students have of their own lived experiences which is often at odds with what they read. The 
knowledge that social work students have of their own families could be considered to be what 
Foucault described as ‘subjugated knowledges’. He defined these as: 

…a whole set of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their task or 
insufficiently elaborated: naïve knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath 
the required level of cognition or scientificity….. It is through the reappearance of this 
knowledge, of these local popular knowledges, these disqualified knowledges, that 
criticism performs its work (1980:81-2). 

UWC social work students’ descriptions of their family lives are of particular interest in the 
South African landscape as many of their families are located on the margins of society and 
have been the targets of various forms of ‘disqualification’ as Foucault (1980) would term it. 
Their accounts have certainly been unrepresented, and diverge considerably from official 
accounts of family lives such as those described in conventional social work texts.  

Thus, through an examination of students’ accounts of their own families, standard textbook 
notions of ‘the family’ can be interrogated and the blind spots in relation to ‘the family’ can be 
rendered visible. Students’ accounts have the potential to challenge the meaning-making of 
social work experts. Because traditional textbook notions of ‘the family’ subject students to 
normalising truths, which have the potential to shape their ideas of themselves as students and 
potential social workers, I wanted to provide opportunities for students to resist being complicit 
in their own subjugation. I tried to create these opportunities through the revision of the Family-
in-Community Profile, a process which will be elaborated upon in the following chapter. In 
viewing their family lives and circumstances critically through the lenses of race, gender and 
generation, students are given the opportunity, as part of their training, to actively engage with 
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the normative assumptions or ‘doxas’9 about ‘the family’ in relation to their own situations. The 
validity of this process is emphasised by Foucault, in the context of prisoners’ subjugated 
knowledges:  

When prisoners began to speak they possessed an individual theory of prisons, the 
penal system, and justice. It is this form of discourse which ultimately matters, a 
discourse against power, the counter-discourse of prisoners and those we call 
delinquents – and not a theory about delinquency. (Foucault 1977b: 209) 

The present study makes visible accounts of the official traditional texts which incorporate 
normalisation and regulation of the audience to which they are directed, and it then juxtaposes 
these official texts against what can be regarded as their counter-discourses – students’ own 
accounts of their lives in South Africa. In so doing it attempts to show how different forms of 
knowledge come to be regarded as ‘the truth’ and to offer a space for social critique and 
renewal with regard to family studies in South Africa.  

Foucault’s framework is useful in that it allows us to see how, in a given period, a certain way 
of speaking predominates, excluding all other ways of speaking. For example, in the Dixon 
(1979) text discussed above, the single (mother) parent family is problematised as suffering 
from a deficit in the family structure as compared with the (superior) norm of the nuclear family. 
In this way the single parent family, and in particular the single mother, is rendered examinable 
for social work students who engage with such texts. The nuclear family is presented as the 
superior (because it is normal) family structure for the rearing of children, and the problematic 
single mother family becomes the focus of the social work gaze through which specific types of 
social work ‘intervention’ and ‘assessment’ come to be prescribed and justified. 

 

Power as resistance: Using students’ subjugated 
knowledges to inform the curriculum 
While Michel Foucault wrote about the disciplinary nature of power, he also noted that power 
can be exercised as a form of resistance (Foucault 1979; 1991). If the nexus of power and 
knowledge is acknowledged in the curriculum, students can be alerted to how normalising 
discourses, found in mainstream texts on ‘the family’, attempt to socialise social work teachers 
and students into specific types of knowledge.  

It is generally social work educators whose knowledge is given public credit and credibility as 
being professional and ‘expert knowledge’, rather than students’ own ideas and experiences, 
which, as I have already discussed, remain hidden and unacknowledged as valuable sources 
of knowledge. Those who occupy privileged positions, such as social work writers and 
educators, are generally unaware of how these positions have influenced their lives (Hardy 
2001; Tronto 1993; Swigonski 1996; Schiele 1996). For example, race as a category has been 
considered in relation to black families, but white families have not been seen or named as 
such, being the centred norm in the social sciences and the popular imagination (Frankenberg 
1993; Kincheloe et al. 1998; Chambers 2001). ‘Other’ families, once raced, are seen as exotic 
and worthy of study, whereas white families are ‘normal’ – just families (Yuval-Davis 1997). My 
contention is that traditional Family and Child Care texts such as that of Dixon are premised on 
claims to truth which are actually historically and culturally limited and specific, but not 

                                                  
9 Helen Jessup and Steve Rogerson (1999:166) explain the concept ‘doxa’ thus: ‘Without critical questioning, people 
continue to hold cultural meanings about the way their lives ought to be, even when their situations are oppressive. 
They may say: ‘I’m not alright because I’m not like that’, or ‘I’m mad because the rest of the world acts as though they 
are not mad’. People tolerate these ideas, accepting what is called doxa in discourse analysis.’  
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acknowledged as being so. Instead they are decontextualised and presented to students as 
generalisable, universally applicable, objective and neutral treatises on ‘the family’. As 
Swigonski (1996) notes, privileges make people feel at home in the world and take for granted 
that they are the centre of their world where social, political, economic and other resources are 
available. Exclusion, on the other hand, de-centres or marginalises individuals who have less 
access to such resources. Moreover, those who are marginalised are commonly deprived of 
the discursive space to define themselves in their own terms and have, therefore, to subscribe 
to the definitions of themselves by those who are in power in order to survive. This study has 
been conceptualised and constructed as a means to provide an opportunity to students, as 
those who have been marginalised, to open up discursive space to which they have not 
previously had access in two ways: a) by presenting alternative perspectives and images which 
offer another non-hegemonic, image of what can and often does constitute family practice; and 
(b) by exposing the ways in which conventional representations, as seen in the standard texts, 
effectively marginalise these alternative images by othering them as non-normative.  

In order to give visibility to the diversity of student voices that have been ignored in 
conventional textbook notions of ‘the family’, I focus on the specificity of students’ accounts of 
practices in their own families. The point of including these voices is to construct alternative 
ways (counter-hegemonic discourses) of understanding and thinking about ‘family’, in relation 
to social work, and specifically for the social work curriculum. Creating such a discursive space 
can give both social work students and social work educators a context in which to focus upon 
possible approaches to social work with regard to family practices in South Africa. In having 
students conduct their own research from the perspective of race, gender and generation, the 
possibility exists for students and educators to develop a more reflexive account of family 
relationships in South Africa. Through giving students access to alternative readings on ‘the 
family’ and having them reflect on their own circumstances in the light of these readings, I have 
presented students with an opportunity to unravel the discursive power of traditional texts. In 
this way, they are able to reconstitute their ideas of ‘family’, family practice and family 
experience through a reflective process, and to resist the positionings made available to them 
in dominant discourses (White and Epston 1990; White 1995, 2000; Pease and Fook 1999; 
Pease 2002). This process creates spaces for students to think critically in relation to their own 
families. Thus, as part of the curriculum, students are provided with opportunities for what 
Foucault (1988:155) termed the ‘exercise of freedom’: thinking critically or in opposition, 
questioning the way in which they view their circumstances and developing the possibilities of 
oppositional or alternative counter-hegemonic discourses. This exercise of freedom promotes 
‘reflective indocility’ by providing the means to unmask assumptions in ‘expert discourses’, and 
thus resist them (Dahlberg et al. 1999:79).  

My approach is similar to that of Michael White (1995;2000) and David Epston (1990) and their 
colleagues, including feminist narrative therapists such as Shona Russell and Maggie Carey 
(2003), who are all attached to the Dulwich Family Therapy Centre in Adelaide; Charles 
Waldegrave (1990) and his colleagues (Waldegrave et al. 2003) of the Family Centre in New 
Zealand and Rich Vodde and Paul Gallant (2002) who all make use of Foucault’s ideas to 
practice as family therapists and social work educators. Their critiques of humanist and 
functionalist approaches to family therapy, which tend to locate the source of people’s 
problems internally, as personal failure, or within ‘dysfunctional’ or ‘pathological’ family 
relationships, resonate with my analysis of the Dixon text above. Narrative family therapists 
advocate that people be assisted to reconceptualise their problems through externalising them 
and seeing them as local significations of the larger socio-political and cultural arena, rather 
than perceiving ‘the problem’ as situated within themselves. In this way people should be able 
to resist dominant conceptions of their problems and claim power through a redefinition of 
themselves. In addition to externalising their problems, people are encouraged to interrogate 
and challenge the authority of dominant discourses. The term ‘externalisation’ constitutes the 



 24

opposite of what is embodied in Foucault’s (1977a) idea of interiorisation, which has to do with 
the manner in which people become docile subjects, submitting to dominant discourses and 
internalising them. 

What I have attempted to do in altering the Family-in-Community Profile assignment, which is the 
topic of the next chapter, is similar to the method embodied in White and Epston’s (1990) 
narrative practice. By recognising relations of power and encouraging students to view aspects of 
their particular family situations through the lenses of race, gender and generation, I have 
encouraged students to externalise the sources of problems and, in so doing, to develop a 
critique of what is regarded as natural, normal and taken for granted in conventional texts on ‘the 
family’. Students are invited to reflect on their own lives and those of their family members. For 
example, they are asked to consider and write about the consequences of processes such as 
cultural, institutional and personal racism, and how they and their family members cope with 
these forms of racism. They are also asked to consider the ways in which their experiences of 
gender and generation shape their lives and those of their family members. In writing about these 
experiences and making them visible, the opportunity is created for students to consider both the 
impact of the local socio-political context, and their agency in relation to this context, and so to 
generate alternative stories that could be useful for other students and for the social work 
curriculum. This kind of criticism or critical engagement was regarded by Foucault saw the 
possibilities for engaging in critical thought as one of the few paths to what he termed as ‘care of 
the self’ where one is able to think in a different way and be less governed by disciplinary power: 

A matter of flushing out … thought and trying to change it: to show that things are not 
as self-evident as one believed, to see that that which is accepted as self-evident will no 
longer be accepted as such. Practising criticism is a matter of making facile gestures 
difficult … as soon as one no longer thinks things as one formerly thought them, 
transformation becomes very urgent, very difficult and quite possible (Foucault 
1988:155). 

Thus far, I have unpacked the assumptions underlying a traditional social work text used in the 
previous ‘Family and Child Care’ course at UWC. In unpacking the text, I have identified a 
number of problematic notions to which social work students have been exposed. I have 
proposed the use of students’ own experiences of family through the critical perspectives of 
race, gender and generation as being valuable to inform the South African curriculum in Family 
and Child Care. I now turn to the framework which I use to interpret the data from the Family-
in-Community Profile assignments, and which I believe is able to broaden students’ and social 
work educators’ understanding of their own thinking about family practices in the context of 
South Africa. 

The construction and alteration of the Family-in-Community Profile as an assignment and as a 
research instrument will be discussed in the following chapter.  

 

Framework used to analyse data 
In order to render the data students have presented in their accounts useful for the local and 
international curriculum in social work, cognisance must be taken of the current global and 
local guidelines for social work courses. The emphasis in the international curriculum is on 
social justice, with social work practitioners and educators being charged to address and 
challenge inequalities and injustices and to facilitate the inclusion of marginalised, socially 
excluded and vulnerable groups of people (Global Qualifying Standards for Social Work 
Education and Training 2002). Similarly, the exit level outcomes for the local Bachelor of Social 
Work, recently registered with the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) (2003) and 
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now compulsory for all South African social work curricula to follow, state the following as the 
first purpose in relation to social work education on an undergraduate level:  

To equip learners with skills to challenge the structural sources of poverty, inequality, 
oppression, discrimination’ (SAQA National Learners’ Records Database Report 
2003:1).  

The students’ accounts of their family life situations are particularly pertinent to considering the 
above concerns in that, as mentioned above, they represent those who have been 
marginalised and excluded in the South African context. The assumption upon which my study 
is based is that valuable lessons for the curriculum can be extrapolated from examining 
students’ and their family members’ experiences in relation to marginalisation, exclusion and 
vulnerability – how they perceive their situations and how they have dealt with forms of 
discrimination and the way that they have been positioned according to social markers.  

The data in this study are examined with the international and local criteria for the social work 
curriculum in mind. The concern with social justice evident in these criteria has also been the 
focus of my own teaching practice, curriculum development and research. Social justice has 
traditionally been concerned with how social resources are distributed in society – how to shift 
the distribution of resources to achieve greater equity. This view of social justice is only 
partially useful for me in that it does not accommodate notions of how people are differently 
placed in relation to resources and how they may require differential amounts of resources in 
order to achieve an equitable position. My concerns in relation to how people are differentially 
placed in relation to resources are addressed by using the human capabilities approach 
developed by Amartya Sen (1984; 1995; 2001) and Martha Nussbaum (1995; 2000) and 
Nancy Fraser’s (1997; 2000) concept of justice, which incorporates both resource distribution 
and notions of misrecognition of difference. The political ethics of care approach as developed 
by Joan Tronto (1993), Selma Sevenhuijsen (1998) and Eva Kittay (1999) is used together with 
these moderated versions of social justice, because it places the social practice of care as 
central to human life, and uses values that emanate from caring practice to make judgements 
about how well people are flourishing. 

The major question that is posed in relation to the data is the following: what, according to 
students, were they and their family members able to do and be (i.e. what human capabilities 
could they exercise) in relation to the social markers of race, gender and generation? How 
were they and their family members disadvantaged or privileged in terms of these social 
markers and what implications did this have for them in their lives? Were they able to interact 
on an equal basis with others? How did they fare in terms of being able to both give and 
receive care in situations of their own choice? I have assumed that these questions, which are 
used to interrogate the data, will generate important information on students’ life circumstances 
and those of their family members which could be used to inform the social work curriculum. 
The general orientation of international and local curricula incorporate justice perspectives 
only, whereas the frameworks I have chosen within which to answer these questions are those 
which incorporate both justice and care perspectives. I have incorporated both perspectives as 
I believe that they are both important in making judgements about the adequacy of human 
flourishing, being able to give and receive care and participatory parity. I will now elaborate 
upon the frameworks that I have used in order to be able to make such judgements. 

Sen’s (1984; 1995; 2001) and Nussbaum’s (1995; 2000) human capabilities approach, originally 
pioneered in economics by Sen addresses both the general and the particular. It offers a way of 
taking into account where people are positioned and what they are able to do with personal, 
material and social resources, rather than merely looking at what resources people have and 
assuming that people are equally placed in relation to these resources. Resources in themselves 
are not a meaningful way of assessing human well-being. Without considering the particularity of 
who needs the resources and in what context these resources are needed, it is difficult to assess 
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how effective the resources will be in allowing individuals to flourish. The liberal ideal of equality 
predicated upon equal agents is challenged in this approach, which acknowledges how people are 
differently positioned in terms of social markers. This is useful for my research in that it further 
acknowledges that one’s social positioning (in terms of this study the social markers of race, gender 
and generation) determines what sort of resources one will need in order to be able to flourish as a 
human being. It also precludes a consideration of the well-being of family, household, or community 
as aggregations, offering instead a way of assessing the particularities of a person’s circumstances 
in relation to resources available and the person’s consequent abilities to choose to live a good life. 
The approach is one that treats each and every person as a worthy human being, as an end rather 
than a means to an end, and as a source of agency (Nussbaum 2000). The good life, according to 
Sen (1984; 2001) and Nussbaum (1995; 2000) is the ability to do valuable things and achieve 
valuable states, as well as being able to choose from different livings and meaningful affiliations, 
and not to be constrained into a particular form of life. Participation, which means being able to do 
something for oneself and for others, is also considered to be an important aspect of quality of life 
in the human capabilities approach (Dreze and Sen 1989). In summary then, the capabilities 
approach offers more than just a concern with the redistribution of resources in society. It focuses 
attention also on the particularities of individual needs, which would require varying resources in 
order for the individuals to achieve the good life, participatory parity and human flourishing, which 
may all be seen as the desired goals of social work.  

In order to promote the good life, participatory parity and human flourishing, a particular 
individual’s needs in terms of his/her current situation would have to be considered. For 
instance, if one is an impoverished rural student who is a first generation literate person among 
his/her kin, one would need more and different resources to be able to study at university and 
attain the same capability level as a middle class urban student whose kin are all literate. A 
disabled person would need more and different resources to study effectively than an able-
bodied person. Similarly, a person who has dependents would require more and different 
resources to participate in education than somebody who has no dependents. This approach 
requires one to examine both people’s vulnerabilities in their life circumstances and their 
capabilities in relation to what resources would be required to promote human flourishing.  

According to the capabilities approach, individual preferences are not always reliable indicators 
of human needs, as those who are advantaged or disadvantaged easily become accustomed 
to their situations and adjust their expectations and aspirations accordingly. Those who are in 
positions of privilege would generally not want to relinquish their advantages, which they may 
tend to take for granted, while those who are in positions of disadvantage may often not know 
of possibilities which would improve their situations. They may view their situations as ‘normal’ 
or ‘natural’. Long-established privilege or deprivation can lead respectively to high and low 
levels of desire. People’s desires can therefore not be used as reliable indicators of justice. 
From the capabilities perspective, one is not interested in finding out how satisfied people are 
with their circumstances or what resources they have, but rather what valuable things they can 
do or be in order to function in a fully human way. It is for this reason that Nussbaum (1995; 
2000) has developed the following list of capabilities which she views as criteria against which 
to judge whether people are able to live the good life or to flourish. She sees the list as core 
areas of human functioning, and if people fall below the threshold of any of these core areas, a 
society would, in Nussbaum’s (1995; 2000) view, be regarded as unjust, and people’s lives as 
not being fully human. The list is compiled from the 1995 and 2000 versions of human 
capabilities and appears in the textbox below. All the capabilities are regarded by Nussbaum 
as being of central importance, although they are related to each other in that promoting one is 
seen to be a means of assisting in the promotion of others. Governments can not be held 
responsible for providing these capabilities, but they can be held responsible for promoting 
public policies which would provide the opportunities for these capabilities to be achieved. 
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1. Life. Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length, not dying 
prematurely, or before one’s life is so reduced as not to be worth living. 

2 Bodily Health. Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; to be 
adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter. 

3 Bodily Integrity. Being able to move freely from place to place; having one’s bodily 
boundaries treated as sovereign i.e. being able to secure against assault, including 
sexual assault, child sexual abuse, and domestic violence; having opportunities for 
sexual satisfaction and for choice in matters of reproduction. 

4 Senses, Imagination and Thought. Being able to use the senses; being able to 
imagine, to think, and to reason- and to do these things in a “truly human way”, a 
way informed and cultivated by an adequate education, including, but by no means 
limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and scientific training. Being able to use 
imagination and thought in connection with experiencing and producing spiritually 
enriching materials and events of one’s own choice; religious, literary, musical, and 
so forth. Being able to use one’s mind in ways protected by guarantees of freedom 
of expression with respect to both political and artistic speech, and freedom of 
religious exercise. Being able to search for the ultimate meaning of life in one’s own 
way. Being able to have pleasurable experiences and to avoid non-necessary pain. 

5 Emotions. Being able to have attachments to things and persons outside ourselves; 
to love those who love and care for us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to 
love, to grieve, to experience longing and gratitude. Not having one’s emotional 
development blighted by overwhelming fear and anxiety, or by traumatic events of 
abuse or neglect. (Supporting this capability means supporting forms of human 
association that can be shown to be crucial in their development.) 

6 Practical Reason. Being able to form a conception of the good and engage in 
critical reflection about the planning of one’s own life. (This entails protection for the 
liberty of conscience.) 

7 Affiliation.  A. Being able to live for and to others, to recognise and show concern 
for other human beings, to engage in various forms of social interaction; to be able 
to imagine the situation of another and to have compassion for that situation; to 
have the capability for both justice and friendship. (Protecting this capability means, 
once again, protecting institutions that constitute such forms of affiliation, and also 
protecting the freedoms of assembly and political speech.) B. Having the social 
bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being able to be treated as a dignified 
being whose worth is equal to others. This entails, at a minimum, protections 
against discrimination on the basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, religion, caste, 
ethnicity, or national origin. In work, being able to work as a human being, 
exercising practical reason and entering into meaningful relationships of mutual 
recognition with other workers. 

8 Other Species. Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants 
and the world of nature. 

9 Play. Being able to laugh, play, to enjoy recreational activities. 
10 Being able to live one’s life in one’s own surroundings and context. A. 

Political. Being able to participate effectively in political choices that govern one’s 
life; having the right of political participation, protections of free speech and 
association. B. Material. Being able to hold property (both land and movable good) 
not just formally but in terms of real opportunity; and having property rights on an 
equal basis with others; having the right to seek employment on an equal basis with 
others; having the freedom from unwarranted search and seizure. (Nussbaum 
1995:83-85; 2000:78-80 (I have used some points from the 1995 and others from 
the 2000 version of this because I use some points from each of these lists in my 
data analysis in Chapter 5). 

 

The above list is a universal set of criteria against which the detailed and concrete particularities 
of people’s social circumstances can be judged in order to assess the quality of life that is being 
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led. I make use of those capabilities which emerge from the data as contextually relevant to 
evaluate how the markings of race, gender and generation impacted on the capabilities, and 
vulnerabilities of students and their family members. The question which will be asked of the data 
is the following: who flourished according to the students’ accounts of their family lives, who was 
disadvantaged and why was this so? This is useful as it provides a means of ascertaining from 
students’ accounts the quality of life both they and their family members have been able to 
achieve, and what has been influential in helping them (resources) and hindering them 
(constraints). In viewing practices through the lenses of race, gender and generation and 
considering the capabilities or vulnerabilities emanating from these markers, it is possible to 
come to some judgements about what sort of assistance social work should be concerned with, 
and the sorts of issues which the social work curriculum should be focusing on. 

As a complement to the capabilities approach, I also find it fruitful to use Nancy Fraser’s (1997; 
2000) ideas on social justice to examine the data presented by the students, since she 
expressly addresses the notion of recognition. Nussbaum (2000) has in her later version of the 
capabilities approach included the notion of being able to be treated with respect and in a way 
which dignifies one as a human being. It is, however, one of the many capabilities, and is not 
foregrounded in the way that Fraser foregrounds recognition, which she sees as crucial for 
social justice. Fraser, in addition to recognising the importance of redistributing resources to 
attain participatory parity (by which she means the ability to participate in an equitable way as 
full partners in interaction with others), brings in a second type of claim for social justice – that 
of the politics of recognition. She advocates a dual consideration of redistribution of resources 
and recognition of status, which she terms a bivalent or bifocal view of justice (Fraser 1997; 
2000). Recognition has to do with how people are regarded in relation to the social markers or 
distinctive attributes that are ascribed to them. Being recognised implies that one is regarded 
as a full member of society and is able to interact on an equal footing with other members of 
society. Misrecognition in terms of a lack of respect for one on the basis of one’s social 
markers prevents people from being able to interact as full partners or in an equitable manner 
with others. Recognition is an important concept in considering how norms in relation to race, 
gender and generation either value or devalue practices and social statuses. Rather than 
assuming that one has to conform to dominant norms, a social justice perspective aims to 
redress misrecognition by replacing, in a range of ways, including institutional and policy 
changes, values that impede parity of participation with ones which foster or enable it (Fraser 
2000). In other words, if institutional practices have led to institutional harms, these require 
redress. In some cases, the distinctiveness of practices or attributes needs to be emphasised 
(for example, the practices which are normalised and appear to be universalised should be 
exposed for their distinctiveness) and in others, their distinctiveness requires de-emphasis, (for 
example those who have been otherised and marginalised).  

While Fraser, particularly in her later writings (Fraser 2000), emphasises misrecognition as a 
status injury, which is produced by institutional harms, other contemporary recognition theorists 
such as Axel Honneth (1996) and Charles Taylor (1994) stress the psychological and 
intersubjective dimensions of recognition. From this perspective the harms that arise from 
misrecognition, such as cultural demeaning, devaluing and ignoring, through disrespect and 
being rendered invisible, are inflicted on the psyches of members of those marked as 
subordinate. These forms of misrecognition cause internalised injuries and prevent people from 
taking subject positions, making them into objects. For my purposes, both institutional and 
intersubjective forms of misrecognition are important, as the first relates to a status injury (being 
prevented from participatory parity) and the second relates to internalised harm or harm to the 
psyche, both of which emerge as important from the data. Macdonald and Merrill (2002), in their 
assessment of misrecognition –in relation to care work advocacy, argue also for the necessity of 
a more inclusive definition that incorporates both institutional and intersubjective aspects.  
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This study examines misrecognition in different forms. In Chapters 4 (dealing with cultural 
racism) and 6 (dealing with gender and generation), the recognition or misrecognition of students 
and their family members as worthwhile humans is examined in relation to the social markers of 
race, gender and generation. Fraser (2000) describes misrecognition as those social processes 
that constitute some categories of social actors as normative, while casting others as inferior or 
deficient. For example, in this study, in Chapter 3, which deals with cultural racism, inferiorisation, 
primitivisation and othering can all be regarded as aspects of misrecognition. 

In analysing the data, I also examined the differential responsibilities that people assumed in 
terms of how they cared for each other. In addition to who was able to do what, who was 
entitled to be what, and who was afforded recognition or respect, it was also necessary to ask 
who got assigned to what work, i.e. what responsibilities did individuals have in terms of paid 
work and in terms of unpaid care of dependents. The political ethics of care approach enables 
one to ask questions about the distribution of caregiving work in society, the relations of power 
which affect this work and are affected by it, and the sort of practices engaged in to ensure the 
care of family members. It thus raises questions about care, dependency and vulnerability in 
relation to equality. Many theorists have pointed out that the work of caregiving is very often 
undertaken by women, particularly those who are marginalised and poor, on an unpaid or 
underpaid basis, and how that is a major stumbling block to achieving equality in society 
(Glenn 1987, Tronto 1993, Kittay 1999; 2002, Omolade 1994).  

From the lens of a political ethics of care, one cannot assume that the world consists of 
independent, self-sufficient, equally placed humans – we are all dependent at different times of 
our lives and dependents all need to be cared for. Recognition that dependency is an inevitable 
condition in human life and that it is usually assumed to be a familial obligation is important in my 
study in terms of the responsibilities that family members assume, as well as the underpaid forms 
of employment (largely domestic work) which many black South African women have been 
obliged to pursue as their only means of survival. In terms of the ethics of care, dependency is 
seen as a normal part of human life, and one which should be considered in social sharing of 
burdens, just as education, health services and road maintenance are (Kittay 2002).  

The ethic of care allows us to see equality as relational and connection-based rather than in 
terms of atomised individuals, in that care is dependent on a caregiver and a care receiver. 
This connection-based equality is useful in that it foregrounds people’s responsibilities towards 
each other in ensuring that they can both care for others and be cared for by others. The 
political ethics of care locates practices of care in both the public and private spheres, 
destabilising notions of what people’s ‘natural’ responsibilities are in terms of gender and 
generation, and making moral claims for societal responsibility to ensure that care can be both 
given and received with some amount of choice and without prejudicing those involved in the 
caring practices. Joan Tronto’s (1993) delineation of the four phases of care, and the value 
associated with each phase, is useful in that it distinguishes the different processes in the 
practice of care: 

 

• Caring about – noticing people’s needs (attention) 

• Caring for – taking responsibility to ensure that people’s needs are met (responsibility) 

• Care-giving – the actual hands-on physical work of caring for people (competence) 

• Care-receiving – responding to the care that is given by the care-giver (responsiveness) 
 

The ethics of care approach, with its values of responsiveness and attention to needs also 
provides a lens through which to view the students’ accounts and the social context to which 
they refer in their particularity. The ethics of care emphasises relationality when assessing 
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people’s circumstances which is useful for the interpretation of the profiles in that they deal with 
practices among people with connections such as kinship. 

For the purposes of this study, the divide between the public and the private (caring and 
household activities) is seen as unhelpful in the acknowledgement of the interdependence of 
human beings. Care is provided for in the profiles both in paid contexts such as domestic workers 
in other’s households and in unpaid contexts such as relatives caring for kin. The structural 
conditions in which relationships and responsibilities were carried out are explored in terms of 
students’ reports of who did what in relation to the markers of race, gender and generation. Who 
did what is dependent on feelings of moral and cultural obligation to perform tasks in terms of 
these markers, of the necessity of performing tasks for survival purposes, or of being unwilling or 
unable to perform tasks due to one’s social attributes. 

The data in the study are examined in a single, comprehensive framework that incorporates 
these three approaches – the human capabilities approach, the ethics of care and Fraser’s 
approach which incorporates recognition. Diagrammatically then, the data will be examined 
through the following grid: 

 
 

The goal of social work: participatory parity/ human flourishing or well-being through 
achievement of capabilities/ability to give and receive care, which is influenced by the 
following axes 

 

 Social Marker 
 Race  Gender  Generation 
Recognition Chapter 4  Chapter 6 Chapter 6 
Access to resources Chapter 5 Chapter 6 Chapter 6 
Responsibilities Chapters 4 & 5 Chapter 6 Chapter 6 

 
 

These markers and responsibilities, access to resources and recognition are all dependent 
upon each other and linked in complex ways. For example, it is acknowledged that at any one 
time and place family members may occupy positions straddling multiple categories, for 
example, those of race and generation, or those of gender and generation, and that one’s 
recognition would influence the sorts of resources one has access to and the responsibilities 
ascribed to one. However, for the purpose of this study, in order to examine them more closely, 
they will be treated separately. Chapter 4 deals with students’ accounts of how they and 
members of their families experienced cultural racism and their responses to this. It deals 
primarily with the issue of recognition, although capabilities are also affected and thus 
included in the chapter. Chapter 5 deals with students’ accounts of their experiences with 
institutional racism, and their responses to this form of racism. Institutional racism deals with 
the exclusion from or denial of access to resources on the basis of the social marker of race, 
and the students’ and members of their families’ responses to this exclusion. I therefore make 
use of Nussbaum’s list of capabilities to describe the social policies and practices which 
students and their family members were subjected to as forms of institutional racism in South 
Africa. Chapter 6 deals with responsibilities, access to resources and recognition in terms 
of the social markers of gender and generation. In the conclusion, my analysis of the students’ 
accounts in Chapters 4-6 is used to make recommendations for the social work curriculum, in 
terms of both the content and the teaching process. 

I now turn, in the next chapter, to explaining how I altered the Family-in-Community Profile to 
accommodate a focus on race, gender and generational asymmetries in relation to family 
practices. 
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CHAPTER  3  

THE FAMILY-IN-COMMUNITY PROFILE 
 

 
Coming to terms with very little is no recipe for social justice. It is, I believe, quite 
justifiable for those not thoroughly imbued with the inegalitarian norms of a culture to 
come forth as constructive critics of these norms. But critics originating from outside of 
a culture need not be distant or detached. They are much more likely to come up with 
helpful and relevant criticism if they find out as much as they can about the culture and 
the meanings of its practices and differential allocations of resources from its members 
themselves. Understanding these people’s own perceptions of their situations is 
extremely important. But the aim of this endeavour, in cases where serious inequalities 
exist, should not be simply to understand, but rather to do so with a view to politicising 
the deprived so that they can begin to ask new questions about their cultural norms, 
with a view to improving their situation. Given this proviso, then, committed outsiders 
may often be better analysts and critics of social justice than those who live within the 
relevant culture. And what they might well do, as part of their constructive criticism, is to 
try to encourage those within the culture to think about some of its oppressive, or at 
least questionable, practices from various points of view, including that of the least 
advantaged (Okin 1995:292-3). 

In this quote Susan Okin encapsulates my motivation for engaging in the Family-in-Community 
project with Social Work students at the University of the Western Cape. As I have indicated in 
the previous chapter, as a lecturer I believe that presenting alternative perspectives on family 
practices and relations creates opportunities for students to view their family life in ways which 
are different from those portrayed by the traditional texts and are, furthermore, different from 
generally taken-for-granted views in society as a whole. In the quote, Okin addresses ethical 
concerns about the justifiability of what she terms a ‘committed outsider’ constructively 
critiquing the inegalitarian norms of a culture. She assumes the moral stand that the act of 
critiquing is a justifiable practice and, furthermore, that it is a responsibility of the ‘committed 
outsider’ to encourage those who are within the culture to consider how some practices may be 
regarded as oppressive or questionable. This viewpoint is similar to Amartya Sen’s (1995) 
critique of a ‘small mercies’ mentality, where disadvantaged groups of people are inclined to be 
grateful for the ‘small mercies’ or hand-outs they receive because they have internalised views 
of themselves as not deserving anything more, and because they have adjusted their desires 
to their deprived status, which they assume is natural. It also resonates with Martha 
Nussbaum’s (1995) critique of the relativism of postmodern ideas that eulogise local views or 
perspectives as ‘authentic’, without offering a substantial critique of how oppressive various 
practices are for groups of people within such situations. Nussbaum argues that it is justifiable 
for her, as a Western academic concerned with moral issues, to comment about cultural 
practices that disadvantage certain groups of people while privileging others. Both Nussbaum 
(1995; 2000) and Sen (1984; 1995) point out that cultural traditions often pose obstacles to 
human flourishing: when, for example, women are portrayed as less important and less 
deserving of life support than men. Race, gender and generation influence access to 
opportunities and resources such as food, care, education and paid employment. For example, 
women are denied access to education and employment opportunities, all in the name of 
culture and tradition. These sorts of inequalities are often not perceived to be problematic and 
may be endorsed by those who are disadvantaged by them. It is therefore important for people 
to interrogate notions of justice and injustice in the light of these inequalities. Although insiders 
are best placed in terms of understanding cultural norms, they do not always have access to 
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positions of criticality in relation to these norms. The perspectives of outsiders are perhaps 
useful in these circumstances in that they are able to bring an external perspective to the 
situation (Jaggar 2000; Nussbaum 1995; Sen 1995). In the context of my whole research 
project, I would place myself in the position of Okin’s (1995) ‘committed’ outsider or what 
Nussbaum and Sen (1989) have called the ‘immersed’ rather than ‘detached’ outsider. I see 
myself as this committed outsider both in the steps that I took to alter the Family-in-Community 
Profile assignment, and in my interpretation of the data taken from students’ accounts of their 
family circumstances in the Family-in-Community Profile assignment.  

The ideas of feminist standpoint theorists such as Patricia Hill Collins (1991) have also 
contributed to debate on the insider-outsider status and the significance that this has for 
methodological concerns in research. She argued that it is possible for black women 
intellectuals to make creative use of what she terms their ‘outsider within’ status, by which she 
means their awareness of their own marginality. Feminist standpoint theorists such as Hill 
Collins believe that marginalised groups of people, such as black women, have a privileged 
view of reality in that they are able to perceive the world both from the viewpoint of the outsider 
(marginal group) and the insider (dominant group). This is in contrast to the dominant group 
who, she says, are myopic in that they only have one perspective, that of their own world: – 
they do not have access to the marginalised perspective. Hill Collins (1991:36) posits the idea 
that bringing black feminist intellectuals, who she takes to be those who share an outsider-
within status, to the centre of sociology, will bring to the fore ‘aspects of reality obscured by 
more orthodox approaches’. While I agree with Hill Collins and other standpoint theorists that it 
may be possible that one’s marginalised status gives one a more encompassing view of the 
world than that possessed by those in a dominant position, my opinion is that this is not 
necessarily the case. Moreover, I do not believe that experience in and of itself necessarily 
leads to a particular consciousness, or to an unmasking of power relations. My stance is that it 
is also necessary to have access to alternative discursive practices which provide vocabularies 
for reflexivity in order to reflect critically on one’s own circumstances.  

In relation to their position as students researching their own family circumstances, UWC’s 
social work students are positioned as both insiders and outsiders they are, to use Hill-Collins’ 
term, ‘outsiders-within’. As insiders they have a close understanding of cultural practices and 
they are thus in an excellent position to be researchers of the practices in their own families 
and of the circumstances in which they and their family members have lived. As outsiders they 
are able to make critical evaluations of these circumstances, especially after being exposed to 
alternative texts which would have them take wider socio-cultural circumstances into account 
and which enable them to problematise prevailing conventional notions of ‘the family’. As black 
working-class female (mainly) and male students, they are traditionally placed as outsiders in 
that apartheid South Africa has historically excluded them from academic knowledges and 
institutions. My research project provides an opportunity to bring the local and marginalised 
voices of these students to the centre, a major purpose of the study being to give legitimacy 
and currency to students’ knowledges of their own family circumstances through the lenses of 
race, gender and generation. In so doing, it acknowledges that students have a significant 
contribution to make to social work theory and practice if, as social work educators, we can 
draw upon the insights that come from their own accounts of their family circumstances to 
inform the curriculum. 

In what follows I explain how the Family-in-Community Profile was transformed as a 
pedagogical and research instrument that could, I hoped, provide opportunities for students to 
both understand and critique their own family practices and relationships.  
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Pedagogical motives 
My pedagogical motives were twofold. I wished students to be able to develop a social 
consciousness by examining their own family situations through the lenses of race, gender and 
generation, and by analysing how people’s locations in terms of those three criteria could result 
in asymmetries and inequalities. The second motive was to offer students experience in 
practising research methods, and developing some sensitivity to the nuances of the research 
process, through reflecting upon the diverse demands that it puts on them.  

 

Research motives 
In terms of my own research motives, having realised that very little has been written in social 
work about the on-the-ground experiences of those living in South African families, I hoped that 
the material that the students were producing in the form of assignments could provide 
valuable information for teachers and other students of social work in relation to the social work 
curriculum. I therefore decided to draw on students’ Family-in-Community Profile reports for the 
provision of such information and it is this data I deal with in the empirical chapters that follow. 

 

Research Design 
My project as a whole can be characterised as a form of participatory research in which 
students figure both as researchers and as respondents. The participatory research paradigm 
is a suitable design in which to locate this project in that it emphasises social investigation, 
education, and action, with the ultimate goal of the improvement of the lives of those who are 
involved in the research process (Yeich and Levine 1992). The educational aspect of a 
participatory research approach would support the development of students’ critical 
consciousness, as they would examine issues from political, social and economic perspectives 
(Freire 1970; Hall 1979; Tandon 1981; Mies 1983; Maguire 1987; Mbilinyi 1990). Participatory 
research starts from a critique of dominant ideologies which place the blame for problems such 
as poverty or racism on the persons involved rather than on social structures or the behaviour 
of dominant groups. It aims to undermine the patterns that make members of oppressed 
groups identify with this ideology and see themselves as being responsible for their own 
situations of personal deficit. Through the process of participation in the research process, they 
start to view their situations from alternative perspectives (Hall 1979; 1981; Mies 1983; Maguire 
1987; Mbilinyi 1993). This view of knowledge in the participatory research paradigm articulates 
well with the arguments of Okin (1995), Sen (1995), Nussbaum (1995) and Jaggar (2000) 
discussed at the beginning of this chapter, in that they all assume that those who are 
marginilised have internalised discursive practices which naturalise their disadvantaged 
positions. 

Another important aspect of the participatory research process is the transfer of skills to those 
involved in the process. Through people’s participation in the research process they are 
enabled to learn what has previously been the domain of ‘expert’ or ‘professional’ knowledge, 
such as how to apply research techniques. In this chapter my description of how the process of 
research unfolded offers testimony about how the above educational aspects of participatory 
research were achieved by using the Family-in-Community Profile project as a pedagogical 
instrument. 

Implementing and combining this kind of education and research raises complex ethical issues. 
The more traditional ethical dimension of social science research is defined in terms of 
securing informed consent from respondents and protecting their privacy, for example by 
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changing names and traceable characteristics. Meaningful informed consent can also be seen 
as more complex than merely obtaining the permission of research subjects to participate in 
the study: it involves paying attention to culturally sensitive issues in relation to the welfare and 
rights of research informants (London 2002). While I subscribe to the notion that these 
principles are crucial, and have tried to implement them in this project, I also want to 
underscore that a project like this one raises a broader range of ethical questions than are 
traditionally addressed. My overall ethical stance is that I want to honour the students as 
‘knowers’ (knowledgeable agents) of their own family circumstances by using the insights that 
emanate from their accounts of these circumstances in developing the curriculum. I do that in 
order to avoid objectifying or disqualifying their experiences, as happens when one uses 
disciplinary texts like Dixon’s (1979) as sources of expertise and the only points of reference 
for the students.  

As their teacher – that is, in terms of the pedagogical motives mentioned earlier – I have had to 
be sensitive to the fact that a project like this demands from the students that they act as 
researchers into their own private lives. They are confronted with sometimes complex moral 
dilemmas about how to gain access to the required information, what information they can 
disclose about their family circumstances and what they want or have to hold back from 
disclosure. Working with the Family-in-Community Profile assignment not only asks them to 
deal with sensitive information, but may also bring them new insights into their own personal 
histories and change their relationships with their relatives. Moreover, providing their teacher 
with this information may also change the educational relationship and the ethical questions 
and responsibilities with which teachers may be confronted. For example, one has to consider 
how to respond to a student who is academically very weak but whose family, the Family-in-
Community Profile report reveals, has been relying on her to graduate, to find a job and to be 
able to contribute to the education of other family members and the family’s economic survival.  

As a researcher – that is, in terms of the research motives mentioned earlier – I have had to 
deal with the ethical questions of access and privacy which are traditionally considered in the 
research process. However I have also had to face the question of how to interpret information 
that had been collected in a format designed primarily to support an educational exercise, as 
well as how to pass it on to a larger audience for which it was not originally collected. My wish 
to take seriously the goals of social justice and care, as central to this project, presented me 
with the need to provide students with a critical perspective of their own family practices. It also 
presented me with the ethical responsibility of reflecting on my own normative position in 
interpreting the data and in formulating recommendations about how social work teaching can 
take into account the kinds of insights my data analysis has generated. 

Research ethics in a project like this should thus not only be framed in terms of principles of 
privacy and consent, but also in terms of recognition, relationship, responsibility, trust and 
reliability, and how these can be practiced and promoted in the hierarchical setting of academic 
teaching. Concern with these kinds of issues in the research process resonates with 
discussions of the politics and ethics of care by such authors as Joan Tronto (1993), Selma 
Sevenhuijsen (1998), Eva Kittay (1999) and Fiona Robinson (1999), to which I have already 
made reference in Chapter 2, in the section where I discuss my theoretical framework for 
interpreting the data. The moral dimensions of an ethics of care perspective include such 
attributes as attention, responsibility, competence, trust and receptiveness. 

Unlike the principles of informed consent and privacy, which have to be secured at the 
beginning of a research project, these broader ethical considerations have had to be part of 
every phase of my research, and teaching, during this project. Effectively, I have had to work 
with the principle that one should repeatedly obtain consent even as one should repeatedly 
inform one’s research participants where the data one is gathering is leading one as a 
researcher. 
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In relation to the research process, ethical issues have been of concern right from setting up 
the research design through the gathering of data on to the interpretation and publication of 
findings. With respect to the pedagogical process, they have informed the manner in which I 
engaged with the students in relation to their own families, the relationships that I have 
established with the students and the teaching methodology and texts or teaching materials 
that I have decided to use to accompany the Family-in-Community Profile. Consequently, I 
have chosen to integrate my account of how I have dealt with ethical issues in my description 
of how I have followed the different steps of this project as a whole. 

Using the Family-in-Community Profile as both a pedagogical and research instrument has 
involved various phases of applying pedagogical and research methods. These phases can be 
seen to constitute a circular process that includes both pedagogical and research elements. I 
will now describe the various phases in more detail, including a discussion of the ethical issues 
concerned in each. The first is the phase during which the Family-in-Community profile was 
altered and my reasons for altering it. The second is the phase in which I decided upon the 
relevant readings which would accompany the Family-in-Community Profile assignment. The 
third phase concerns the actual implementation of the Family-in-Community Profile 
assignment; how the students went about researching and writing up the profile assignment as 
a learning task. And the fourth considers how the profile assignment reports were then used to 
develop the social work course and curriculum. Finally I discuss how the Family-in-Community 
Profile became a document that I could and did use for research purposes, how I collected the 
profile reports from the students who gave permission for me to use them, who these students 
were and how I analysed the information that I found in them. I also consider closely my own 
position in this process and how I have written about the students’ accounts and their content. 
The main reason I have documented and analysed the students’ Family-in-Community Profile 
reports is to make some contribution to the curriculum for social work students, particularly in 
South Africa. Thus the research process comes back to the original goal of the transformation 
of the Family-in-Community Profile – to provide an input into the pedagogy underpinning the 
social work curriculum.  

 

Phase One –  
Transformation of the Family-in-Community Profile  
In this section I describe the process whereby I amended the Family-in-Community Profile to 
incorporate a perspective that takes into account the analytical categories of race, gender, and 
generation in relation to students’ family circumstances. 

The Family-in-Community profile was adapted from the term paper entitled ‘Suggestions re 
term paper “Analysis of my family of origin”’, used by the University of North Carolina, School 
of Social Work. This assignment was first introduced by a member of staff in the Department of 
Social Work at UWC who had studied at the University of North Carolina in 1985. It was 
adapted from the original by the UWC department (Appendix C) and has since been further 
adapted by myself together with a group of students (Appendix D). 

When I took responsibility for the ‘Child and Family Care’ course in 1992 I also took over this 
assignment. I then changed and added to certain aspects of it. I did this based upon my 
reading in the field of care and feminist critiques of the family, as well as on discussions with 
and written comments by students who had completed the exercise.  

Shulamit Reinharz, the feminist research methodologist, in her article on experiential analysis, 
discusses the importance of collaborative problem defining, that is, giving the research 
subjects the opportunity to give input to the research questions, a process which she says 
“minimises researcher bias since it includes diverse points of view” (Reinharz 1983:177). In 
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1992, I asked a group of third year students who had already completed their Family-in-
Community Profiles to scrutinise with me the profile documents that were currently being used. 
The students were asked to review the profile from the point of view of the relevance of the 
questions to their own family situations. They were asked to delete what was irrelevant, and to 
add questions that they thought to be important in describing their own families. They were 
therefore using their concrete lived experiences to make alterations to the document. In this 
way I hoped to find a basis for making the document more meaningful to students, so that the 
information gleaned from it would have more validity for them. The involvement of students in 
the reconstruction of the Family-in-Community Profile assignment, which was later to become 
the research instrument, was a way of ensuring my accountability towards them. 

In addition to the students’ input, I added other changes based upon my own research into 
critical and predominantly feminist texts on families and family practices. Examples of such 
texts were Morgan (1985), Barrett and McIntosh (1982), Gittins (1992), Dalley (1988), Elliot 
(1986), Dominelli (1991a and b), Burden (1987), and Hanmer and Statham (1988). Some of 
these – for example, Elliot (1986) and Gittins (1992) – critiqued Murdock’s (1968) notion of the 
four functions of ‘the’ family, and provided evidence of why these were inadequate for helping 
to understand family as process. The texts also described and critiqued notions of familism or 
familialism10, and familist ideology (Barrett and McIntosh 1982; Dalley 1988), and offered a 
historical analysis of familial forms and relations. They emphasised caring practices and asked 
questions about who does the caring, whether it is acknowledged as being valuable or not and 
what the societal consequences of this are in relation to social policy. 

The resultant changes to the Family-in-Community Profile assignment from the students’ input 
and my own reading were as follows:  

The family member’s life history, an entirely new section, was added to the profile to give 
students an opportunity to conduct an interview with a family member and record it verbatim. 
The exercise aimed to give students an introduction to life history methods between their 
second and third years. Many students in their fourth year decide to utilise a life history 
method, as elaborated by Kenneth Plummer (1983; 2001), to gather the material for their 
research projects. The questions set out for students to answer at the end of the Family-in-
Community Profile’s life-history interview, (Appendix D) were posed to encourage students to 
reflect on the interview process. This constituted the start of a consciousness of reflexivity, 
developing students’ ability to reflect on their own positions in relation to the research situation 
– the relationship between the researcher and respondent, the methods being used, one’s own 
positioning, and one’s theoretical assumptions – and consider the implications that all this 
might have had for the research process. 

I included various photographs depicting South African family relationships and circumstances 
that are more representative of the experiences and constitution of students’ own families than 
those portrayed in popular media images. I did so in order for the students to be able to identify 
with the images and to give the message that diversity in families is fine and not something that 
ought to be denied or hidden. The newly inserted images included some typical South African 
family household compositions and family structures and experiences with the following 
captions taken from various journals and publications:  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                  
10 Familism and familialism are terms sometimes used interchangeably to denote the idea that ‘the family’ is the 
standard against which other forms of social organisation are measured. Forms not conforming to the universal, 
nuclear family form and the domestic relations underpinning this form would be considered deviant. For example, it 
would regard ‘the family’ as the natural place of support and care, assuming women’s primary responsibility to be in 
the domestic realm, as care-giver and men’s primary contribution to be in the public sphere, contributing to production 
and earning a family wage. 
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A typical household – parents, daughter & her children (Agenda 1989) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many women single-handedly bear the burden of family support (Agenda 1990)  
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Driefontein, a black spot under threat – this established community is  
fighting to stay where they have lived since the turn of the century  

(September 1982)  (Surplus People’s Report 1983 vol. 5) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Nyanga Bush11 – families shivered through the long wet Cape winter nights 
 under plastic and twigs (Surplus People’s Report 1983 vol. 3). 

 

                                                  
11 Informal settlement location established in 1945 for Africans in the Western Cape, near Cape Town. 
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General description of the family. I decided to write and include an introductory paragraph 
on the difference between family ideology (Gittins 1992) and the realities of family life, as 
described in texts such as Murray (1981; 1987); Spiegel (1986); Kotze (1993); Spiegel, Watson 
and Wilkinson (1996); Jones (1993); Ross (1995; 1996); Singh (1996) and van der Waal 
(1996), giving some examples of the differences. This too constituted an attempt to put 
students at ease about the experiences they had had in their families, and to ‘normalise’ 
activities such as caring work and children’s labour and draw attention to the violence within 
households that had been perpetrated on family members by the apartheid state. My intention 
was that through the raising of these areas as valid and important issues to report on, students’ 
abilities to see their families through the eyes of an ‘insider/outsider’ or ‘outsider/within’ would 
be enhanced.  

Patterns of work and division of labour. I included a section on caring practices in the family 
in order to bring to students’ attention their importance in family life. This section also included 
questions about paid labour – who was involved in it and how income was distributed in the 
household. These questions were posed in order to ascertain how resources were differently 
allocated depending on one’s status in the family. Students were also asked to consider 
whether they thought that childcare and housework should be unpaid tasks done privately 
and/or by women, and to state the reasons for the views they expressed. I was interested in 
finding out whether students’ views differed from those of their family members. 

Effects of racism. I included a section on racism, endemic as it is in South African society, is a 
very important influence on life in families. I wanted students to know that their experiences in 
relation to racism were regarded as important in social work, and to give them the opportunity 
or discursive space to express some of the harms of racism that they had been exposed to. I 
used Lena Dominelli’s (1991) distinction between three types of racism – cultural, institutional 
and personal – to provide a framework from which students could view the effects of racism on 
their own family lives. Each of the forms of racism was defined in this section, so that students 
could understand the meaning of the terms and be able to identify how each of them might 
have affected their family members, and how they coped with and supported each other in 
dealing with these forms of racism. In terms of my own research, I was also interested in 
finding out whether the views of black feminists (Carby 1982; Collins 1991; hooks 1984) would 
be corroborated by the students’ experiences – in other words, whether the family, instead of 
being an oppressive institution as white feminists (Barrett and McIntosh 1982; Dalley 1988; 
Segar and White 1992) had billed it, might actually offer supportive space in the face of societal 
racism. 

Family relationships/Status of family members. In this section new questions about the status 
of women in the family were added to the existing questions about children and old people, as 
were questions about how family problems were resolved. My rationale for adding these 
questions was that, in order to develop an awareness of power relations within the household, 
students would need to reflect on how, depending on their status, those marked by different 
generational and gendered categories (such as babies, women and the elderly), were treated. I 
had also established from some African-language speaking students, in their written comments 
about the Family-in-Community Profile assignment and in interviews, that it was mainly elderly 
people and extended kin who were involved in solving problems in the family, and it seemed 
important, for social workers at a direct intervention level, to be able to determine whether 
‘traditional’ forms of family therapy or other approaches would be more appropriate in assisting 
family members to solve problems. 

Rituals and everyday practices in the household. Students were asked to explain mundane 
routines such as eating and sleeping practices, as well as practices marking life-course events 



 40

such as birth, adolescence, marriage and death. This constituted an attempt to get students to 
view family as a practice (doing family) (Morgan 1995; 1999) rather than as a reified institution.  

Community resources and influences. This was another new section I added to the 
assignment. The assignment was entitled “Family-in-Community Profile”, and I considered it 
important that information about community resources be included. In this section, students 
were asked questions about how a lack of resources within communities in which they resided 
might have affected family life. They were also asked whether such resources were seen as a 
first or last resort and what action family members engaged in to obtain access to resources. 
Since some of the students had come from geographical communities where gang violence 
and conflict within or between groups of community members are part of life, they were also 
asked to answer questions in relation to these topics.  

In reflecting upon the ethics of the manner in which I went about changing the profile, I must 
stress the importance of students having been involved in the process. This relates to the 
issues of recognition or attention, responsibility, trust, competence and reliability within student-
lecturer relationships, which will be discussed more fully in the conclusion, where I examine the 
lessons that using an ethics of care perspective have for curriculum process.  

The students I had asked for comment were in a good position, or could be regarded as 
competent, to reflect on the appropriateness of the document, as they had had previous 
experience of working with the ‘old version’ of the Family-in-Community Profile – the one first 
adapted from the North Carolina version for use at UWC. Each student first suggested 
changes to the document independently, and then we discussed these changes in a group.12 
The consultation with the students was an attempt to democratise the process of decision-
making about what was relevant and irrelevant in the family profile document with regard to its 
use both as an assignment for the curriculum and as a research instrument. Through having 
worked with me on another project, the students had developed a relationship of trust with me, 
as their lecturer and project leader. The students’ contribution to the document was also a way 
of validating the questions that were asked. Since the students who commented on the 
proposal were African and coloured working-class men and women, their perspectives on what 
I was proposing, as a white, middle-class English speaking female lecturer with a particular 
interest in locations of race, gender and age were invaluable in amending the document.  

Leslie London (2002:1079) has written about the ethical importance of acknowledging the 
agency of vulnerable groups with regard to public health and of placing communities as ‘initiators 
and organisers of their own health’. Rather than viewing the student group as simply vulnerable 
and in need of education, I emphasised their agency in the whole research process, and gave 
their own experiences authority through involving them in this first phase of the research process.  

 

Phase Two – Constructing a set of readings  
to accompany the Family-in-Community Profile  
In the previous chapter I gave an example of the kind of traditionally prescribed text on ‘the 
family’ which naturalises a nuclear family form, with a breadwinner husband, stay-at-home wife 
and two children. I showed how the text also occluded inequalities between women and men, 
children and adults, girls and boys. To present students with some alternative perspectives, I 
decided to create a reading pack, the contents of which would provide counter-discourses that 

                                                  
12 This was a group of ten third year Social Work students who were selected to work as research assistants with me 
on another project involving fourth year student research projects, where they were required to categorise and make 
summaries of the research projects. They were selected as research assistants on the basis of both financial need 
and academic competence criteria. 
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might offer students examples of how to analyse the circumstances in which they and their 
family members were living. The alternative texts were intended to lead students to think about 
contestations of notions of ‘the household’ and ‘the family’, family policy, caring practices, 
racism, and so on in relation to their families. Through their exposure to these texts, which I 
selected for their concern with power relations and inequalities, students would be encouraged 
to question constructions of ‘the family’ which would otherwise appear to be natural. 
Furthermore, the questions they were expected to answer in the new version of the Family-in-
Community Profile were posed in such a way as to provoke students to reflect on how their 
particular socio-cultural context had affected what had happened to them and members of their 
families. As Hill Collins (1991) and Weedon (1997) have noted, there is always the possibility 
that individuals may, under certain circumstances, resist their particular positioning in dominant 
discourses. But, when alternative discourses are available, such as those offered in these 
readings, and it is recognised that meaning is plural, such resistance becomes a more 
realisable possibility.  

The texts in the reading pack are but one means of accessing different discourses on notions 
of ‘the family’. In this project, the very questions which were altered and posed in Phase One 
were designed to assist students to develop alternative views to the functionalist perspective 
on what could be significant when considering their family circumstances. I have not excluded 
the possibility of other influences on their views, such as alternative discourses which could be 
orally available and which are available through other courses that they study such as 
Anthropology and Sociology. Anthropological and sociological texts presented at UWC are 
generally critical of the functionalist perspective and may provide students with critical views of 
family. 

Through students’ writing of their Family-in-Community Profile assignments, as well as through 
their exposure to critical readings on ‘the family’, there exists the possibility of their being able 
to review past events and identify the influence of both dominant and alternative discourses in 
relation to themselves and their family circumstances. 

There were two changes that occurred through the introduction of the reading pack. One was 
that the students were given access to readings, which was a new development, as previously 
the students had written the profile without any explicit requirement to consult literature. The 
second was that they were made to question assumptions about ‘the’ family and to reflect on 
indigenous readings on family practices (Appendix E). The readings included South African 
anthropological, legal and sociological texts on families, all of which focus on current and past 
realities of South African families, and policies which have affected them, as well social work 
texts dealing with issues of race, gender, generation, and family policy. Some readings also 
challenged the traditional idealised family form upheld in familist discourses. Furthermore, the 
readings also exposed students to the idea that “rather than dividing the population into 
categories of ‘the self-sufficient worker’, ‘the dependent carer’, and ‘the dependent recipient of 
care’, there is the possibility that one person might be each of these things during the life 
course’ (Silva and Smart 1999:11). The readings provided the idea that those who are 
dependent or perform dependency work (Kittay 1999; 2002) are in a disadvantageous position 
in relation to societal resources. Contradictions in familist discourses provided one of the key 
reference points for students to generate their own counter-discourses in relation to their own 
family circumstances.  

In undertaking this assignment, students were expected to able to engage reflexively with 
various issues in relation to their family circumstances. They were encouraged to engage in 
what Maher and Tretreault (1998: 141;142) have termed ‘pedagogies of positionality’, by 
examining their family practices in terms of power, as reflected in differences in race, gender 
and generation.  
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This analysis of one’s own lived experience, in the light of theoretical issues, requires from the 
students both a closeness to and a distance from the object of their inquiry – the “outsider-
within” status to which Collins (1991) refers. The following reflexive excerpts from students’ 
Family-in-Community Profile assignments gives an indication of how the literature they read 
affected how they viewed their families: 

What I've learnt is that the African family is not properly located in the social structure of 
South African society. The separation of families by migrancy has broken families. This 
instability becomes fertile grounds for the mushrooming of new family forms. I also 
learnt that because of poverty in rural areas which was brought by the arrival of White 
settlers, who took the land and their farming away from the African people, had led to 
migration. This is proven in my family since almost all of my grandparent's sons and 
daughter had to leave their homes and went out to search for jobs in cities and towns. 
In the Dutch slave-owning settlement at the Cape, there was explicit negation of family 
rights of the slaves. Unions of families were not recognised as legal marriages and they 
could not own homes or be heirs to property (Sachs, 1990; 165). These Dutch settlers 
imposed hut taxes and moneterisation of relationships including lobola13 or bride-
wealth. These tax system, the pass laws, the establishment of compounds for mine and 
farm labour were all designed to split African families and compel the menfolk to work 
for the Whites on the basis of single person wages (Family Profile 1). 

After gathering the necessary information I realised that the family's structure is 
beginning to change. The family was always made up of the husband who was the 
head of the family and the sole breadwinner. "The model of the patriarchal family – the 
man working outside the home for pay, the wife working inside the home not for pay – 
was promoted and idealised in the second half of the nineteenth century, but it began to 
erode in the middle of this century." (Dinerman, M. 1992 pg 24). This model has also 
faded within my family. The women are now also involved in paid labour. They now also 
contribute to the household which is very important in any family. The women in my 
family are more liberated in the household. Something which they have been fighting for 
a very long time (Family Profile 25). 

The first of these excerpts demonstrates how the student was able to use literature to consider 
the effects of colonisation and apartheid on her family circumstances. The second illustrates 
how the student’s exposure to the literature led her to be critical of the notion of the naturalness 
of the nuclear family situation in relation to her own family circumstances. The texts were 
therefore important to how they viewed their family circumstances.  

Carrim (2000), in writing about teaching anti-racism and -sexism to South African students, 
believes that, in themselves, students’ accounts are not enough. Instead she argues that, to be 
meaningful or epistemologically significant, to provide us with potential ways of viewing things 
differently, students need to engage critically with dominant discourses in order to see how 
their own discourses offer new important or different articulations. My own assessment of the 
situation, namely that students could only engage with race, gender or generational discourses 
once they had been explicitly immersed in these discourses, was borne out in the references 
they made to texts in their writing of their Family-in-Community Profile assignments. 

 

Phase Three – Researching and Writing  
the Family-in-Community Profile 
UWC Social Work students were given the Family-in-Community Profile to complete during the 
December-January long summer vacation at the end of their second year of study. This was a 

                                                  
13 Payment for the bride which is a customary requirement to mark African marriages, either in the form of cattle 
and/or sheep or, latterly, a monetary payment. 
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time when they went back to their families and had access to them for interviewing and 
gathering information. Before departing, students were provided with an extensive workshop 
on how to conduct the research, including myself modelling how to do a genogram – a 
diagrammatic representation of three generations of their family including a demarcation of 
their present household (See Genogram in Family-in-Community Profile assignment Appendix 
C). During the workshop students had to try and construct a sample genogram of their own 
family composition and to give each other feedback on the process. When I ran these 
workshops, I always used my own family details in order to illustrate how to construct a 
genogram. I purposefully revealed personal information in my genogram, hoping that this 
transparency and self-disclosure would lead to the start of a trusting relationship between me 
and the students. I saw these students for two years, teaching them two courses, during which 
time I had the opportunity to develop a relationship with them. By thus revealing intimate 
details of my own circumstances, I hoped to demonstrate an openness and accountability to 
the students and to decentre perceptions they may have had of me as a ‘professional expert’ in 
my role as lecturer. The intention was to motivate students to feel that they would be able, 
once they had gathered intimate details of their own family lives, to entrust me with those 
details.  

Students submitted their Family-in-Community Profile assignments when they returned to 
campus in early February. These were marked (graded and commented on) by their 
practicum14 supervisor, a social worker employed by UWC’s Department of Social Work, who 
gave guidance to students individually and in small groups for the entire year in order to assist 
them in their practicum placement. The placement involves the students practising case and 
group work, two of the major methods of social work, at a social work agency or NGO every 
Wednesday of the academic year. The marking of the profile reports was then moderated by 
me, as the person who was teaching the theoretical course on Family and Child Care.  

In conducting the research for the Family-in-Community profile, the students were researchers 
in that they were the primary participants engaging in in-depth collection of the data: they were 
both the subjects and the objects of research. They interviewed their family members, used 
documents, and filled in details from knowledge that they have themselves about their family 
circumstances. Rich and textured data, in the form of students’ family members’ life histories 
and their own family circumstances, had to be collected over a period of three months for the 
completion of an assignment. Students conducted in-depth interviews with family members, 
including extended kin, and in some cases with other community members such as neighbours 
or priests. These interviews took a variety of forms (individual, group, telephonic, spontaneous, 
formally arranged, written or recorded). The students also consulted formal and informal 
records such as official documents, diaries, and photographs. The following three excerpts give 
some indication of how information was obtained: 

I would like to point out from the onset that much of the information was gathered from 
a number of primary sources, i.e. family members. This took a form of regular visits to 
such members for a period of two weeks. No formal interviews took place, on the 
contrary, sources were made to engage themselves on deliberations about the family. 
In most instances such deliberations took place around the table soon after supper or 
just before it (Family Profile 3). 

I have chosen to conduct my research mainly on a one-to-one basis which involved 
mainly verbal communication. This meant that I have invested a significant amount of 

                                                  
14 Social work students engage in practical work at each year level – from first to fourth year. The Family-in-
Community Profile assignment is part of their third year practicum, and is marked by their practicum supervisor, who 
sees them throughout the year for one-to-one contact bi-weekly and a group contact on the alternate weeks. The 
supervisor thus develops an intimate relationship with each student, and is thus in a good position to respond to their 
Family-in-Community Profile assignments. Since class sizes are generally between 70 and 80 students, it is not 
possible that I could be the practicum supervisor to all the students. My role, therefore, is to moderate the 
assignments and oversee the supervisor’s feedback to the students. 
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time recording interviews on tape, discussing old family photo albums and examining 
letters and documentation pertaining the family's history (Family Profile 42). 

The information contained in the genogram was obtained by means of interviewing the 
elder members of the family. The other way of getting the information was by listening 
to story telling during the time when family members were having conversations (Family 
Profile 19). 

 Sometimes students were required to travel long distances to interview kin, since many of 
them live in ‘stretched’ households (Spiegel et al. 1996), spanning urban and rural areas. Here 
is a typical response of a student regarding accessing information from kin: 

In order to find information, I had to phone my aunt who is always busy at work and 
even at home as she is working for South African Nursing Association dealing with 
nurses' problems, including nurses' strikes. She stays very far from where I stay. 
Transport from my place to hers cost about R15,00. I had to make an appointment to go 
and see her about my family profile as she is also part of the family. My mother is away 
in Transkei as she is trying to build a new home where she is going to spend the rest of 
her time as she is on pension (Family Profile 1). 

Although the majority of students’ family members reported being very willing to be interviewed 
and act as informants for the students’ research, there were instances where resistance was 
shown. In some cases students’ age or gender made it difficult for them to access information 
from family members; in other circumstances, cultural beliefs about not revealing family issues 
and ‘secrets’ were raised as obstacles to gaining the required information. These objections 
foreground ethical issues in relation to confidentiality and who might be able to gain access to 
the recorded information. Some family members were reluctant to give the information required 
for the Family-in-Community Profile assignment and changed their position only when 
convinced by the students of the educational reasons and requirements, sometimes only with 
the assurance that the information would remain confidential between the student, the 
supervisor and the lecturer.  

This raises several ethical questions. The first concerns whether the students were justified in 
submitting their profiles for research purposes, and how they responded to the choice which I 
gave them of whether to do this or not. The second relates to me as a researcher – whether I 
had the right to use those profiles in which family members’ objections were raised. In order to 
address these ethical dilemmas, I decided not to use the personal parts of the assignments, 
such as the genograms and the life histories, of those students whose family members 
expressed reservations about revealing family matters. The following are some examples of 
objections that were reported as having been raised by family members: 

It was very difficult for me to obtain this information. First of all I had to gather all family 
members (elders) and explain the reason for obtaining this information. I've been told to 
wait for other members of the family (my mother's cousin) who was on holiday and who 
is the only man in family that got all the experience about the family history. After he 
came back, family members came together and discussed whether to give me this 
information or not. They decided to give me and I was told that due to cultural reasons 
they are not allowed to do so, but since it was for school they will, but some will be 
hidden to me (Family Profile 63). 

The information was obtained by interviewing my parents. The interview was not easy 
because there are some things that we cannot discuss with old people i.e. previous 
relationships. Our culture does not allow us to discuss marital relationships with our 
parents but I managed to convince them it is of great importance to give me the 
information. My father felt that he cannot discuss his previous marriage with me 
because he never discussed it with my mother and he believed that is against our 
culture. I asked him to discuss it on the presence of my mother and it will make him 
easier to talk. He was later convinced and gave me the information (Family Profile 76). 

Some students chose to leave out information regarded as too personal, as this student 
explains: 
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I was also aware that my grandfather had an affair during marriage and has an 
illegitimate daughter whom I know personally. Although my family knows the entire 
story they are not willing to talk about it and due to personal reasons I am not including 
it in my genogram (Family Profile 101). 

Another ethical concern to be considered in relation to the students conducting research on 
their own families is the possibility of finding out ‘family secrets’ which have been hidden from 
the student, and what the effects of conducting the research were on both the students and the 
other members of their families. I had hoped that students’ traumatic situations would be 
picked up by the person marking the assignment, and that this could be discussed on a 
personal level with the student and his/her supervisor or lecturer. The excerpt below is an 
example of how a student can inadvertently come across information that members of the 
family did not want to reveal, the discomfort that this may have caused and what the family 
members decided to do about it: 

There was some resistance from the family to giving information. This is because there 
were some incidents in their lives that they had not told us, the children, about that had 
to be revealed in order for the genogram to be completed. There were situations where 
one of the family members had had a broken relationship. And from that relationship a 
child resulted. They wouldn't divulge the name of the child's father because most of the 
family members thought that her husband was the child's father (Family Profile 110). 

Generally, however, students’ reports indicated a high degree of trust between interviewee and 
interviewer, which made the possibility of intimate details being revealed much more likely than 
with a stranger or complete outsider to the situation. In their reflections on how they felt when 
interviewing family members for their life histories, it is evident that the process had a profound 
impact upon students. They responded with a great deal of empathy in relation to the situations 
in which family members found themselves. Many students reported crying with their family 
members, and feeling relieved when the interview was over, as they had felt so much with their 
interviewee, particularly in relation to the pain and grief expressed over difficult life 
circumstances. Students reported strong emotional responses, evoked by hearing life histories 
of their family members which revealed events and issues of which students had had no had 
prior knowledge. They experienced anger towards the source of pain that their interviewee 
revealed, and strongly identified with the stories told. They expressed feelings of admiration for 
the resilience and strength which family members had demonstrated in dealing with the 
difficulties in their lives. Students often reassessed their own positions after hearing of the 
hardships of their parents and grandparents, regarding themselves as privileged or spoilt, and 
resolving to make the best of their circumstances out of a sense of appreciation for what their 
family members had gone through.  

There were some instances where I would feel sorry for what my grandmother was 
going through at that time. There was an incident when I was angry with my 
grandmother's mother for denying her the opportunity to become something in life. And 
I was grateful that I was living in this time where children choose to become what they 
want to become. My happiest time during the interview was when my grandmother 
finally found her own house to live in instead of living in other people's backyards 
(Family Profile 110). 

I was feeling the grief with my uncle and encouraged him to talk. I have taken his 
problem as if it is mine. I did feel happy and relaxed when the interview was completed 
because the life history was not a happy one. It is a story that makes me feel angry and 
have an attitude towards my old uncle who still treats children cruelly. The story also 
made me feel angry towards the farmers who are staying at Baddaford, the farmers 
who did not value education of black people but sent their children to school while 
forcing black children to work on their ploughing fields. At the same time I was having 
feelings of empathy while I was interviewing my uncle, I listened to him attentively 
taking his situation as if it is mine (Family Profile 14). 

My feelings concerning the interview, was that I had mixed feelings. At a time, I felt a bit 
shy or I don't know exactly, but uncomfortable. Since my mother has always been open 
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with us, this came as something new. Also, a sense of admiration for my mother's 
courage to withstand life's challenges, grew more intensely. I realised that she must 
have been and still is a very strong person. Once the interview was completed I felt sort 
of enlightened, and more appreciative, especially towards my mother. I also felt relieved 
in a sense that the interview was completed because I could not absorb any more. In 
the sense that the information that I obtained was too personal (Family Profile 74). 

As can be seen in the last excerpt above, some students felt discomfort when the situation 
became highly personal. The way in which students wrote about their sensitive reactions as 
interviewers of their family members’ vulnerability relates to the fourth dimension of the care 
ethic, responsiveness. The above excerpts also serve to illustrate that students showed a great 
deal of empathy (crying with the person, feeling their pain deeply), something associated with 
the first element of the ethic of care, attentiveness. They seemed to have employed social work 
techniques in encouraging their family members and responding with sensitivity to the personal 
information revealed, and in that sense the exercise provided a very good learning tool. The 
students’ responses showed that they were able to engage in a deeply felt way while also 
learning how to conduct their own lives. 

The fact that I was close to her had a great influence in capturing the information. I was 
very attentive and empathetic to the person. I gave her words of encouragement and 
congratulated her for her hard efforts in bringing up her four children alone. I also gave 
her a warm hug and appreciating her efforts. I think this also gave her confidence to 
give me an abundance of information. When the interview was finished I felt so glad 
because some of the information was hurting the person. I was glad when I finished as 
to avoid exacerbating hurtful experiences (Family Profile 39). 

I enjoyed listening to my father's life history. I've always been aware of my parents 
upbringing and have learnt from the story how a person can progress if you refuse to let 
things get you down. My father grew up in poor surroundings and he has had a sense 
of responsibility since a very young age. Circumstances forced him to fight to survive. 
Hearing my father's life history, just made me appreciate the privileges that I have even 
more. I've learnt not to take things for granted. Also my father has always taught me a 
valuable lesson of keeping calm even if things are rough and stormy. (Family Profile 77) 

Students had the opportunity to reflect on how their closeness to the respondents affected the 
quality of the information they gained. Students reported that there were some instances where 
information was not revealed because of the closeness of the relationships, to protect the 
students from information which could cause distress, or as a result of generational and 
cultural factors, but generally they reported that family members had felt that in a relationship 
of trust they were willing to reveal the intimacies of their lives. The following are some excerpts 
from students’ reflections on the effects of the closeness of their relationships on the 
information received: 

I think the fact that the interviewee was my father and in a sense we were "close", he 
probably did withhold some of the more colourful events in his life, although he denied 
it! However, the quality of the information was quite detailed and also interesting, and 
maybe the fact that I was his daughter didn't influence the quality of the information as 
much as it could have. My father is the type of person who always says whats on his 
mind and I doubt whether he would have just told me what I wanted to hear (Family 
Profile 35). 

There is a close bond and a very warm relationship between my mother and myself. 
Having so much respect and value for education I trusted that she would give me her 
true life history as she did. My mother and myself have always been friends and open to 
each other about many issues, but in the interview with her, she just opened up and 
poured her heart out to me (Family Profile 9). 

While many students reported that the closeness they shared with their respondents had a 
positive impact on the information they obtained, only one student reported that the closeness 
had no effect on the kind of information gathered: 
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My grandmother is a very nice person. Even though she cannot see she is nice to be 
with. She likes to share all she knows about life and newly weds like to come to her for 
advice. The closeness between us had no influence on the quality of the information 
which I received. To my understanding she would have said the same things even to a 
stranger who wanted her story (Family Profile 46). 

Some students reported that the experience of conducting the research for the Family-in-
Community Profile assignment was beneficial to their relationships. The second and third 
accounts are examples of how significant the project was in motivating family members to face 
and talk about painful aspects of family life: 

Zahied seems very proud of himself as he was able to play an integral part throughout 
this whole profile. I know that my brother and I have shared something special and it is 
an occasion where both of us have developed an understanding and respect for one 
another (Family Profile 10). 

It is not always that the family have the time to discuss the family history in depth, and 
this profile has created the opportunity to reflect on past experiences and how it has 
affected them today. I have learnt that the family does not like to talk about the negative 
things as it conjured up images of bad experiences and decisions which invariably have 
affected the development of the family adversely. My father's drinking has been the 
cause of many of my family's problems (mostly financially) and it was difficult to get him 
to talk about it. Although he did not admit it I could see that he is trying to comprehend 
his actions and the consequences thereof. 

Personally I think perhaps that is the one good thing that came out of it, it gave the 
family a chance to talk about things they could not previously talk about. It was painful 
and sometimes embarrassing but at least we have the incentives to do something about 
our problems and seek outside help if possible (Family Profile 10). 

These excerpts from the students’ Family-in-Community Profile assignments are indicative of 
the complex emotional responses which conducting research on members of their own families 
evoked for the students. Their closeness to those that they interviewed caused students to 
identify strongly with the emotions evinced by their respondents as well as with the content of 
the stories. A positive outcome for many students was a new apprehension of family members 
– particularly mothers and grandmothers who had led exemplary lives of struggle for their 
survival and that of their kin. In terms of care ethics, the students’ attentiveness to their 
respondents was most evident, as was their responsibility for what happened in the interview 
(they reacted to feelings of distress by attempting to comfort their interviewees, for example). 
They appeared to feel most competent in interviewing their family members because of their 
familiarity with them, which led to a relaxed situation. They were responsive to the feelings and 
issues raised in the interviews. Their sensitive handling of the situation was facilitated by the 
high degree of trust between interviewee and interviewer due to their prior relationship. 

 

Other pedagogical benefits related to the  
Family-in-Community Profiles 
The profile was given to students as an assignment to prepare them for the course on Child 
and Family Care. It was thought that, by finding out about their own families and engaging in 
tasks such as constructing a genogram of their own families, students would learn to engage 
with topics covered in the course, such as the definition of a family, the sorts of issues which 
South African families were grappling with, and what would be regarded as appropriate or 
inappropriate intervention. 

As is evident in the excerpts from the profiles, students did gain in different ways from 
participation in the project. Their research capacity was enhanced, in that they had some 
experience of conducting a life history interview and evaluating the material gained from the 
interview in the light of the relationship between interviewee and interviewer. Furthermore, as I 
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have already made explicit, they were able to gain insights into the lives and practices of their 
family members through documentary analysis and their own evaluations of their family 
circumstances in the light of theory.  

Since students were involved in doing research with their own family members, power 
differentials were different from those characterising most conventional research relationships, 
where rapport has to be built up with respondents. The distance between researcher and 
respondent is also different in relationships with people who are kin and those who do not 
know each other. As regards the information obtained, there are both advantages and 
disadvantages to interviewing family members. On the one hand, sensitive information may 
have been withheld due to familial age or gender hierarchies, and on the other, family 
members may have felt more free to divulge personal information to their kin.  

Supervisors who read and assessed the students’ profiles also benefited from the experience, 
as is evident in the following note, written in 1995: 

 

Vivienne, 
Herewith the Family Profiles 
What good ones I had. They had all done a lot of work, answered the questions 
thoroughly and taken a lot of trouble. 
Thank you for the experience again this year.  Always humbling, always 
enlightening and forever inspiring. 
With kind regards, 
MG. 

 

Possible limitations of the project 
Because the Family-in-Community Profile assignment is part of UWC’s prescribed curriculum, 
students were obliged to complete it satisfactorily in order to pass the course and meet the 
requirements of the programme. This obligation may have impacted upon the willingness and 
motivation with which students conducted the assignment. The fact that this piece of work 
counted 20% towards their coursework mark could have had both positive and negative 
consequences. Students may have put special effort into the assignment in order to do well 
academically. On the other hand, they may have fabricated information in order to gain a high 
mark. One student, for instance, plagiarised his entire document by copying the work of a 
student from the previous year who had achieved a high mark. There was also pressure on 
family members to participate in the project because it was regarded as part of the education of 
the student. There were instances where family members had been assured of the 
confidentiality of the document and yet students later gave permission for it to be used for 
research purposes. At the stage when the students were asked whether they would give me 
permission to use the assignments for research purposes, the documents were already written 
and they were not instructed to go back and ask their family members’ permission. Rather, it 
was their permission which was sought, and I am unable to establish whether or not they 
sought permission from their family members (See Appendix A for the form which they filled in 
to give permission). Because I cannot be sure whether or not students did in fact ask 
permission from their family members, I have preferred not to use the life histories or personal 
details of these profiles.  

Students may also have felt that they had to please the supervisor and/ or lecturer by writing 
views that they might not really have agreed with. For instance, when asked whether they believe 
that caring work should be private, unpaid and conducted by women in the household, they may 
have written what they perceived to be the expected response. This would have consequences 
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for the seriousness with which the students’ opinions on such matters could be regarded in my 
own research project. 

The supervisor and lecturer who read and marked the Family-in-Community profiles had an 
ethical responsibility with regard to the way that the information was responded to, both in the 
written and verbal comments that they made to the students about their profiles and in their 
subsequent relations with individual students. The content of the profiles had the potential to 
make the reader especially empathetic to the student, in that the particularities of his/her life 
circumstances were revealed. This may perhaps have made the lecturer/supervisor feel 
uncomfortable when communicating to a student that they were not yet able to demonstrate the 
competence required to progress to the next level. This was especially when the supervisor or 
lecturer possessed the knowledge that the student came from a very impoverished household 
where the student was burdened with heavy expectations to get through his/her degree as 
quickly as possible and was depended upon to start earning a full salary to support family 
members. Some supervisors did mention these concerns to me. I myself felt a sense of sadness 
about having to award a failure mark to students who could not demonstrate a minimum level of 
competence, knowing the expectations that their family members had of them and that the 
resources did not exist to pay university fees on an extended basis. The following is a quote from 
a student’s father’s life history imploring her not to fail and indicating his expectations of her: 

My life was miserable after I lost my wife in 1991 but I’m saying thanks to her she grew 
up my children and I hope you will help me raise my last born when I can’t manage 
because I am old now. Please my dear daughter do not disappoint me. I will be relying 
on you because your sister is married now. Please study hard (Family Profile 63). 

  
 
 

Phase Four – The Family-in-Community Profile  
as a Research Document 

 

Negotiating access to the students’ Family-in-Community 
Profiles 
My professional identity as a lecturer, and the interpersonal relationships which I had built up 
with students over a period of six months, gave me an advantage in gaining access to the 
students’ Family-in-Community Profiles. Since I was the teacher of the course entitled ‘Child 
and Family Care: Appropriate Social Work Intervention into South African Families’ and had 
also read all of their Family-in-Community Profiles prior to the start of the course, my request to 
use their profiles had more credibility than that of an outsider whose intentions for using the 
profiles were not ones that the students could relate to. 

In order to demonstrate to students the value that their projects could have for social work 
practice, I provided an explanation to them in their theory class of why I wanted to collect the 
information. I explained that my goal was to look at alternative ways of approaching problems 
in South Africa, both from a macro and micro perspective, through using the everyday 
experiences of South African family members. One of the reasons I gave was that I wished to 
undertake such a project to ‘disruptively’ interrogate common-sense notions (assumptions) of 
‘the family’ and how problems are located and solved there. Since their theory class was 
dealing with these very issues most students were enthusiastic about the potential of their own 
concrete experiences of their family circumstances to make a contribution to the curriculum.  

In theory classes, conducted in the second semester of their third year, after students had 
completed their Family-in-Community Profile assignments, I worked with Chrissy Boughey, 
from UWC’s Academic Development Centre. Rather than devising formal lectures, we planned 
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together to engage students in a dialogical relationship by asking them to undertake writing 
exercises about ‘the family’ and responding to their writing by picking up on assumptions, 
discussing their writing in class, and basing lecture inputs on their writing, our responses to it 
and the curriculum content. We also had students use dramatic performances to depict 
‘problems in South African families’ and the macro and micro responses to these problems. 
After each performance we facilitated general discussions about how the problem was defined 
and the approach that was used for solving it. The aim of these exercises was to alert the 
students to the idea that social work practices can be contested and are not unitary, fixed or 
homogeneous.  

Students were also given literature distinguishing different approaches to dealing with social 
problems, ranging from a politico-economic or structural approach, through a systems theory or 
ecological approach and finally to a deficiency or psychodynamic approach. In the last 
approach individual treatment plans rely heavily on the language of the medical model and 
treatment planning suggests, as does a systems theory approach, the need for expert 
intervention at the personal level, rather than challenging the political and economic structures 
that reproduce conditions of poverty.  

 

Selection of informants and ethical issues and considerations 
It is clear that in sensitive areas of study such as family relationships, researchers need to take 
ethical issues into consideration. Although all social work students were obliged to complete 
this assignment as part of their coursework, only the profiles generated by those students who 
gave permission for me to use them are included in this study. It was explained to students that 
I wished to use the information to inform the curriculum about the realities of South African 
families.  

What is important to note is that students were under no obligation to give permission for their 
profiles to be used in the research project – they filled in forms as to whether they did or did not 
want their profiles used (See Appendix A for the various forms given to the students to request 
permission to use their Family-in-Community Profiles). Students who agreed to their profiles 
being used had to go to the effort of actually bringing their assignments to my office, where I 
made a photocopy of the documents and returned them to the students. From the period from 
1994-1999 I collected and analysed 118 profiles. This was in part because, although many 
students had given me written permission to use their studies, they did not follow this through 
by making the effort to bring their assignments to my office so that I could make copies of 
them. Generally, I found that many students identified with the purposes of the project in that 
they felt they had a vested interest, as future professional social workers, in the development of 
theory and practice, at a macro and micro level, which takes the reality of their own lives into 
account. The sample of 118 out of the total of 490 students is therefore not indicative of the 
number of students who gave me permission to use their assignments. The profile of the 
sample of students whose Family-in-Community Profile assignments were used in my project 
as data appears in Figures 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 on pages 7 and 8 of the Introduction.  

One could ask why I considered the Family-in-Community Profile assignment to be a good 
instrument for studying the family circumstances of social work students. There are two major 
responses. Firstly, as explained above, as co-researchers, the students had excellent access 
to and intimate knowledge of their own families and were able to provide rich detail of events 
and responses to these events. Secondly, a number of different methods were used to gather 
information: life history, family documents and general description (qualitative questionnaire) as 
well as questions requiring reflection on these processes, and this variety contributed to the 
provision of detailed accounts of family circumstances. 
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I have also received some positive feedback on the effects of the research on the students, as 
they are required to read two of my published works: a chapter I have written on the family 
(Bozalek 1997) in a prescribed psychology textbook used in their second year of study and an 
article on caring in black families, which uses students’ Family-in-Community Profile 
assignments as a source of information (Bozalek 1999) that they used in their first year of 
study (the latter is used in a module on the Philosophy of Care which is compulsory for all 
students in the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences who must take. A number of 
students have approached me to indicate that they have enjoyed reading the chapter and 
article and that they could relate well to these texts. This evidence of scrutiny by students has 
given me the opportunity to understand the value for students of the work that I have done. 

 

My own process of writing and analysis of data 
The Family-in-Community Profile assignments are textual documents that I have analysed in 
order to consider the insights emerging from them for the social work curriculum. I have thus 
had no direct contact with the respondents of the research process as it has been the students 
who have been the primary researchers and who have done the work of producing the texts 
documenting their family lives and practices. In this sense, they were the ones who had the 
power to decide what was to be reported about their family practices, within the limits of the 
research instrument, the Family-in-Community Profile assignment. Yet, in my analysis of the 
data, I have had the power to decide how to interpret and represent their written words: as an 
analyst I could appear to have the last word. In considering the ethics of using these students’ 
documents for my own research purposes, I have thus had to address questions such as ‘What 
authority do I have to represent these stories?’ and ‘Can I accurately represent their stories?’ 
’How do my own subject positions as white, middle-class, South African, female lecturer at an 
HDI, who is revealing these texts written by black, working-class South African women and 
men students at an HDI, impact upon my own findings?’ 

During my initial reading of the Family-in-Community Profile assignments I was aware of the 
tremendous emotional impact that these stories had upon me. Reading the students’ stories 
provoked this reaction even though my own awareness of the injustice of apartheid was 
awakened at an early age (9 years old) when one of my own family members (my brother) 
became involved in an underground anti-apartheid organisation, the African Resistance 
Movement (ARM) and had to flee the country, which led to his exile for 25 years. The continual 
surveillance of all our family members by the security police from this time on, as well as 
rejection of my immediate family members by extended kin, and the refusal of people to 
engage in business transactions with my father, all had the effect of alerting me to the painful 
and detrimental consequences for family members of opposing the apartheid system. It also 
created an early appreciation of the difficult circumstances in which the majority of the 
population were living. This awareness was further developed in my own intimate relationships 
with black men and women as an adult, as well as my involvement in anti-apartheid 
organisations such as the United Women’s Congress (UWCO), a women’s organisation 
affiliated to the mass democratic movement in the period before 1990 and the unbanning of the 
liberation movements.  

Furthermore, my own life experiences with regard to noticing people’s needs, taking 
responsibility for care, care-giving and -receiving, have convinced me of the necessity to 
emphasise the centrality of these practices to human life. I consider that the values that 
emanate from these practices – attention, responsibility, competence and responsiveness – 
are as important in one’s judgement of situations as the values of equitable distribution of 
resources and being valued or recognised as a human being, irrespective of one’s social 
markers.  
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Despite my past experiences, the stories related in the profiles were often painful and 
distressing, and had the effect of making me feel uncomfortable about the privileges that were 
starkly juxtaposed in my own life with the absence in the lives of many of the students. Reading 
and working with the profiles reinforced how being positioned as white in the apartheid system 
automatically led to many privileges in life, such as free education, medical facilities, housing, 
access to psychological and social work services, which became even more marked when 
considered against the denial of basic resources which students reported. As Bob Pease 
(2002:143) writes in his description of Aboriginal family knowledges,‘to understand the grief of 
these families, you had to understand the injustices to which Aboriginal people had been 
subjected’. From a more personal and theoretical perspective, I was aware of the suffering 
caused by apartheid, but the detailed evocations from the different vantage points of so many 
lives, brought a new dimension to my awareness.  

An aspect that I found difficult to accept at first was the declarations by many students’ of 
hatred towards whites because of the discrimination their family members had endured and 
how this had affected their lives. However, the more profiles I read, the more I grew to 
understand their position in this regard. I was also able not to personalise these feelings of 
hatred, and it seemed to me as their lecturer that in my interaction with them, the students also 
did not personalise these feelings. On the other hand the stories were testimony to people’s 
survival strategies, and cause for admiration and appreciation of people’s strengths and 
abilities to overcome enormous obstacles. The stories were what Plummer (1995:15) has 
identified as a sub-genre of narratives: that of suffering, surviving and surpassing. 

Because these knowledges have, in Foucauldian (1981) terms, been disqualified and 
disrespected by those in authority, the necessity of making them available to a wider audience 
became the rationale for engaging in this project. I feel I have benefited in being able to read 
the stories the students collected, although initially going through the stories was not an easy 
emotional task. It has given me some idea of how students have been influenced by the 
situations they have described as having impacted on their own lives and on those of their 
family members. It has also made me more empathetic and understanding in my personal 
dealings with students. For example, I have been conscious of how circumstances such as 
impoverishment, and lack of space and resources, as well as their status due to the social 
markings of race, gender and generation, have impacted on their ability to study successfully.  

 

Analysis of data 
After photocopying the Family-in-Community profiles, I used funding I had received from 
SANPAD15 to have the all the data transcribed onto computer discs so that I could use a 
computer package entitled QSR NUD*IST Vivo (Nvivo) (1999). It was an immense amount of 
data, as the Family-in-Community Profile assignments ranged between 20 and 40 pages each. 
The Nvivo package is one of many computer-assisted qualitative data packages, which have 
become known by their acronym CAQDAS. It allows one to develop categories and themes 
from the data by highlighting text and placing it into selected groups or categories, called nodes 
which have hierarchical ‘trees’: in this way one can place a category as a main issue and then 
have sub-issues and sub-sub-issues underneath it. For example, one of my major headings 

                                                  
15 SANPAD is an organization in the Netherlands which funds research in the area of Social Development in South 
Africa. I received funding from the organization due to my collaboration with Utrecht University on my PhD project, as 
well as South African collaboration with the Department of Social Work, University of Zululand, and HDI where I ran 
workshops on the Family-in-Community Profile and the course which accompanies it. They began using the Family-
in-Community Profile assignment in 2002 and sent me ten of their assignments in 2003. I also collaborated with an 
NGO the Early Learning Resources Unit (ELRU) where I taught research methodology courses and where I will 
present the findings of my research to NGOs and other interested parties in April 2004. 
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was institutional racism, and then a sub-category was ‘petty apartheid policies’ and a sub-sub 
category was ‘recreational facilities’ and a sub-sub-sub category ‘whites-only beaches’. The 
programme also allows one to search for the intersection of variables and do word searches. 
By organising data in terms of headings, one is able to list all answers to a questionnaire’s 
characteristics in one folder: for example, for every question asked of the students all 118 
responses can be listed beneath it. This made analysis easier since there was such an 
abundance of information. But the process also fragmented the data, as one did not have a 
sense of the profile as a whole but only the sections one was currently dealing with. The 
original texts are still intact, however, and I have continued to refer to them when necessary. 
While one is transforming the data into categories, the text is also kept in its original form so 
that one has access to each profile as a whole.  

I found that during the writing process, however, my view of the data changed as my 
supervisors gave me advice about what worked for them as readers of my data and what 
didn’t. Also, my own reflections on the data have changed as I have read and thought through 
issues. It has been a constant process of reading and thinking about the data, while at the 
same time consulting texts which assisted me to develop the theoretical framework that I 
eventually used to write up the findings. The data has affected the sorts of ideas that I have 
had in relation to the research and the sorts of texts I have consulted, which have in turn 
impacted on the lenses I have used to interpret the data.  

What resonated for me during this process were early feminist ideas like those of Stanley and 
Wise (1983; 1993) that research is not a linear or ‘hygienic process’ but recursive and messy, 
with much working, reworking, pondering and writing. The Nvivo (1999) package was therefore 
only partially useful, as the way that I had originally analysed the data was not always useful 
for writing purposes. The programme is, however, flexible in that one can continually change 
one’s categories or refine them along the way.  

I also used the SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) (2002) to enter certain 
variables so that I could quantify information that I considered to be important, produce figures 
and tables and present cross-tabulations of such variables. The data for these variables had to 
be ‘trawled’ because the text which is qualitative (students’ own words) and quantitative data is 
not immediately apparent, (in some texts not present at all). Quantitative questions which were 
not directly asked of the students, for example in relation to their ethnic affiliation, their location, 
how many women/girls fetched water and how many mothers and grandmothers were 
domestic workers (see Appendix F for the full set of categories which were searched for), 
meant that each profile had to be thoroughly searched for clues. I employed a student who had 
completed her own profile some years earlier as a research assistant to recheck the 
information in the profiles which I had already been through myself. I found this to be time-
consuming and so did my research assistant. She recommended that in future these questions 
be directly asked of students.  

As regards the qualitative data, the students’ accounts of their family practices have been 
filtered through my own choice of whose stories and quotes to display to my own audience. In 
this way, some accounts have been privileged above others to be used as evidence for the 
themes identified as important for my argument. I have also slightly altered the voices of the 
respondents, by correcting grammatical errors for example.  

The framework which I eventually used to interpret the data has grown over the years. Initially, 
I had envisaged that both race and class would be foci of my analysis. But it seemed from the 
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data that class was subsumed under race, as all students were deprived of access to 
resources due to the social marker of race.16  

When I planned the dissertation, I did not envisage that racism would end up being such a 
large section, being the focus of two chapters, while gender and generation share one chapter. 
This is significant in the South African context, where the social marker of race, as opposed to 
gender and generation, has been experienced as predominant in relation to harms and 
privileges. It was apparent in the data that students’ experiences of racism assumed a greater 
visibility and significance for them as having being instrumental in the harm that they identified 
for themselves and their family members. They were also aware of the injustices with regard to 
the differences in responsibilities, access to resources and status or recognition which 
emanated from the social markers of gender and generation, but these were not as strongly 
emphasised as those which stemmed from racism. 

I now go on to discuss my analysis of the students’ Family-in-Community Profile assignments 
in the following three chapters, after which I examine the insights which emerged from these 
documents which I see as being important for the South African social work curriculum. 

 

                                                  
16 This scenario of race subsuming class may perhaps not be the case in future and will have to be re-examined as 
although the majority of poor South Africans are still African, a new black middle class is developing in post apartheid 
South Africa, where it can no longer be assumed that race and class are synonymous. 
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PART TWO 

Data Analysis 
 

 

 

In Chapter Two my analysis of the excerpt from Dixon (1979) revealed that problems were 
diagnosed there in a specific way that located them solely within relationships between family 
members, which were then regarded as pathological and in need of intervention by a social 
worker. This view, based upon functionalist and systems theory, gave little or no consideration 
to external socio-economic or cultural factors which might have impacted upon family 
members. Rather, the family was assumed to be a bounded unit, with pathologies identified by 
the social worker as being located within it. My own readings, experiences and work with 
students had led me to believe that this view is problematic in the South African situation where 
the impact of social policies on people’s family lives has long been particularly evident. I 
therefore worked towards finding a means for students to establish the impact of external 
factors on their families through their own reflections in the Family-in-Community Profile 
assignment. I wanted the students to be aware of the connectedness between what happened 
in their families and the larger political landscape in South Africa. As David Morgan (1999) 
stresses, family existence and practice cannot be separated from other spheres of life such as 
work and school, and it is the connections that are important to examine. Considering the 
effects of cultural, institutional and personal racism on family practices and circumstances 
emphasises the importance of links between macro-social, political and micro-social individual 
experiences and problematises divisions between public and private.  

The three chapters which follow deal with racism, gender and generation and how these 
markings influence how one is either recognised or misrecognised, how one has access to or 
is excluded from resources, and how responsibilities are relegated to certain people, 
depending on one’s racial, gender and generational markings. 

The first two chapters deal with what students wrote in the section on racism I added to the 
Family-in-Community Profile assignment after consultations with students (see Chapter Three). 
Racism was and still is the major source of inequality affecting and defining South Africans’ 
existence. As indicated earlier, it has had a profound effect on students’ family practices and I 
assumed that they would be able to identify strongly with viewing their family circumstances 
through the lens of racism, and that, by bringing such a perspective into the assignment, I 
would help them challenge the assumptions that have structured conventional modes of 
viewing child and family practice in South African social work.  

Chapter Four deals with students’ reports of their experiences of cultural racism (as defined by 
Dominelli 1991a) in relation to their family circumstances. I hoped that the Family-in-
Community Profile assignments would enable students to interrogate the discursive 
construction of dominant racist norms in South Africa. In other words, I was hoping that the 
section on cultural racism would enable students to reflect on how racialised17 categories such 

                                                  
17 The term ‘racialisation’ was developed by Frantz Fanon (1967) in his text ‘The Wretched of the Earth’ and refers to 
the way in which race is used to define boundaries between categories of people.  
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as ‘African’, ‘coloured’, ‘Indian’ and ‘white’18 have been politically and socially constructed as 
either superior or inferior. Various black writers have maintained that the family is not only a 
site of oppression for black women, but also a major source of resistance to cultural racism 
(Carby, 1982; hooks 1984; Glenn 1987). I was interested to see whether or not students might 
recognise their family situations as supportive in the face of racism.  

Chapter Five focuses on students’ accounts of institutional racism. Students’ stories of the 
struggles they and their family members faced provide particularised local accounts which 
respect ‘otherness’ or alterity and make space for alternative or counter-hegemonic discourses 
or constructions of family practices. 

Chapter Six elaborates on students’ accounts of gender and generation in their Family-in-
Community Profiles in terms of the responsibilities which family members assumed for caring 
work in the household and in terms of gaining resources for the household.  It also examines 
family members’ status in terms of positioning according to gender and generation, elaborating 
on who was recognised and misrecognised and how this happened.  Finally it examines meals 
in the household as an example of who received what resources in terms of their gender and 
generational status.   

In Chapter Four, I present themes which emerged from my Nvivo-based analysis of students’ 
own meaning-making and reflections on cultural racism, and the effects of this form of racism 
on concrete human experiences in their family practices. I also use bar charts from SPSS-
generated variables which give an indication of the percentage of students who were affected 
by certain phenomena. The focus is upon how students documented, and how they 
understood, the impact of the political and public domain on their families.  

In particular, this chapter focuses upon Nancy Fraser’s notion of misrecognition, as cultural 
racism can be seen as a particular instance of misrecognition.  

 

The three forms of racism identified in the assignment 
To construct the racism component of the profile exercise, I made use of the British social work 
writer and educator Lena Dominelli’s (1991a) method of differentiating forms of racism – 
namely cultural, institutional and personal racism. She was a major contributor to efforts to 
include concern with forms of discrimination and oppression such as racism and sexism in 
social work education and practice in Britain (see for example Dominelli 1988; Dominelli and 
Macleod 1989; Dominelli 1991a). Dominelli (1991a: 183) uses Audrey Lorde’s definition of 
racism as ‘the belief in the inherent superiority of one race over all others and therefore the 
right to dominance’. This is similar to Dominelli’s own concept of cultural racism, which she 
defines as practices that endorse the superiority of white cultural beliefs, ideas and values. She 
sees cultural racism as the thread running through both institutional and personal racism, 
binding them together. By institutional racism she means the ways in which categories of 
persons, seen as racially inferior, are excluded from access to resources and power by those 
in public authority. Institutional racism uses personal racism to justify this exclusion (Dominelli 
1991a). Personal racism, according to Dominelli (1983; 1991a), refers to both the attitudes and 
the behaviours which result from a negative prejudgement of racial categories, and which 
remain at the level of individual prejudice19 if there is no institutional backing. Interestingly, 

                                                  
18 Although these terms were created in the legislation of the apartheid era in South Africa (the Population 
Registration Act No. 30 of 1950), the meanings were not clearly fixed and were thus open to negotiation, sometimes 
depending on whom one associated with (See for example Emile Boonzaier’s (1980) Masters Thesis on Social 
Differentiation in the Richtersveld Reserve, a rural area reserved for the coloured population in the Western Cape). 
19 In her text Anti-Racist Social Work Dominelli (1988:8-9) refers to personal racism as ‘individual racism’ 
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these books Dominelli (1983; 1991a) does not confine the negative judgement to racial 
categories designated as inferior, with the result that personal racism can be construed to 
mean that those categorised as black can have personal racist attitudes to those marked as 
white. In others of her texts (for example, Dominelli 1988; Dominelli et al 1995) personal racism 
is explained as being directed against black people specifically – in other words, it is not 
possible for a black person to engage in personal racism. The students were, however, not 
exposed to these more recent texts.  

In the course reader provided to the students with the assignment, I excluded Dominelli’s 
(1991a) chapter to which I have been referring in the above paragraph, and in which she 
delineates these three forms of racism. This was because the three forms of racism are not 
discussed there in much depth, appearing only on one page at the beginning of the chapter, 
after which Dominelli (1991a) goes on to look at gender and how gender and racism intersect 
in a feminist anti-racist perspective in social work. I merely discussed her definitions of the 
three forms of racism and included a reference to her work in the bibliography with the 
assignment (see the Family-in-Community Profile assignment in Appendix D).  

Although I view race and gender oppression as being inextricably intertwined, I had decided 
that discrimination on the basis of each of these categories should be dealt with separately in 
the assignment, as I understood that they affected students and their family members 
differently and wanted to allow students to reach a similar conclusion in terms of their own 
experiences. 

The course reader provided the students with no texts dealing directly with racism. Instead, I 
consciously sought South African texts which, I thought, would resonate with students’ own 
experiences of their family lives (Appendix E). They included texts that dealt with apartheid 
policy and its effects on black families such as Gwagwa (1992), Eagle (1990), Segar and White 
(1992), and Sachs (1990). Lena Dominelli’s (1991b) British text on international family policies 
was also included as it dealt briefly with racism and in more detail with sexism in relation to 
social policy, which she reviewed comparatively across countries. 

In providing students with these texts and requesting that they consider how they and 
members of their families had coped with the three forms of racism identified, I hoped that, 
rather than implicitly leading them to pathologise their experiences, the assignments would 
allow them to validate their experiences through being able to relate to literature which had 
relevance to their own situations. In locating their personal experiences of racism in the 
political, they would be producing a political discourse on family matters. Furthermore, in 
asking them to consider how their family members coped, I hoped they would be led to frame 
their situations in terms of capabilities and competencies, in the face of extreme hardship, 
rather than in terms of deficits.  

 
 
 

Why cultural racism first? 
I deal with forms of cultural racism first because I support Lena Dominelli’s (1991a: 183) point 
that it underpins both institutional and personal racism. The political activist and founding editor 
of the journal Race and Class, Ambalavaner Sivanadan, has a similar view in that he sees 
racism as manifesting itself firstly as a cultural phenomenon which then provides the rationale 
for economic exclusion (Sivanandan 2001). I have also chosen to concentrate solely on 
cultural and institutional racism, as students’ accounts of personal racism were not presented 
in as much detail as either cultural or institutional racism. This may have been due to the 
particularities of the apartheid system in South Africa, where racism rarely remained at the 
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level of individual prejudice without institutional backing, as Dominelli’s (1991a) earlier-cited 
definition suggests.  

Chapter Five seeks to understand the effects of institutional racism on students and their family 
members, and the effects of their reactions to this form of racism. Institutional racism, 
according to Dominelli (1991a), consists of the routines public authorities use to ration 
resources and power to in order to exclude those belonging to certain ascribed racial 
categories. Viewing family circumstances in relation to institutional racism thus provides us with 
what Michael White (1995:48) has referred to as a ‘different frame of intelligibility’. It is one that 
can be contrasted with the framing that underpins the Dixon text, and provides an alternative 
understanding of family lives and thus of social work intervention in relation to family 
circumstances.  

My own framework for interpreting the data from the students’ Family-in-Community Profile 
assignments attempts also to provide an alternative model – one based upon a social justice, 
human capabilities and ethics of care perspective, a perspective that I outline later but that also 
underpins my analysis in Chapter Four. 

In Chapter Four I look at cultural racism as an instance of misrecognition. In analysing how 
cultural racism affected students and their family members, I make use of the notions of 
primitivisation, of inferiorisation and othering and of familism, all of which were revealed, in 
students’ accounts, to be instances of cultural racism which had profoundly affected them. I 
propose that all these forms of cultural racism were based upon misrecognition of students and 
their family members. Students and their family members were misrecognised in that the 
practices and characteristics which they ascribed to themselves or which were ascribed to 
them on the basis of racialised categories were disrespected, denigrated and devalued.  

Misrecognition (or its antithesis, recognition) is part of Nancy Fraser’s (2000) bivalent 
conception of social justice, the other being maldistribution (or a just distribution) of goods or 
resources. According to Fraser (2000) both misrecognition and a maldistribution of resources 
prevent people from participating equally with others as peers or full partners in social 
interaction. Cultural racism, which I have argued can be regarded as an instance of 
misrecognition, leads to devaluation and disrespect of students’ practices and those of their 
family members. From the perspective of Fraser’s two-dimensional conception of justice, it 
would seem pertinent to follow Chapter Four with her notion of maldistribution of resources or 
goods to examine institutional racism and its effects on students’ lives and those of their family 
members. However, as I have discussed in Chapter Two, there is good reason for not using 
Fraser’s relatively simplistic view of the distribution of rights and goods. The human capabilities 
approach as originated by Sen (1984; 1995) and later developed by Nussbaum (1995; 2000) is 
more useful than Fraser’s (2000) focus on the distribution of goods and resources for 
examining institutional racism in that it emphasises a person’s positioning in relation to 
resources, rather than focusing only on exclusion from or access to resources. Sen and 
Nussbaum maintain that resources do not have value in themselves, but only in so far as they 
can promote human functioning. From that viewpoint, rather than looking at resources 
themselves as measures of interpersonal well-being, we should examine what it is that people 
are able to do with the resources that they gain access to, as determined by their social 
positioning in various contexts. The capabilities approach views resources or social primary 
goods as Rawls (1971) termed them, as means to an end rather than as ends in themselves 
(Morris 2002). The concrete details of students’ and their family members’ day-to-day 
experiences in their narratives about institutional racism lend themselves particularly well to the 
use of this approach, as these details make it possible to establish how students and their 
family members were positioned in relation to resources, and what they were able to do and be 
– (what Sen (1984) refers to as the achievement of valuable functionings) or were prevented 
from doing and being in the context of institutional racism.  
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Nancy Fraser’s bivalent perspective does make it possible to consider both cultural and 
economic forms of injustice, and their dual impact on participatory parity. However, it still 
makes separate assessments of recognition and distribution in order to determine the social 
justice of a situation. It also fails to elaborate on capabilities people might display in situations 
that Fraser would regard as being just. Rather, Fraser is concerned solely with people’s ability 
to interact as equals or with participatory parity, which she interprets as a situation where social 
justice prevails. The human capabilities approach, on the other hand, is more nuanced in that it 
is better able to integrate social positioning simultaneously with the distribution of resources in 
its assessment of social justice. In fact, the capabilities approach includes as a capability a 
notion similar to Fraser’s idea of recognition, namely: ‘Having the social bases of self-respect 
and non-humiliation; being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to 
others’ (Nussbaum 2000: 79). In this light, instances of cultural racism could also have been 
viewed as occasions where capabilities to achieve well-being were thwarted. So a capabilities 
approach could also have lent itself to an analysis of accounts of cultural racism. I however 
made a decision to illustrate in Chapter Four how cultural racism could be viewed as an 
instance of misrecognition, and in Chapter Five, I examine institutional racism as an instance of 
the denial, as reported by students, of human capabilities. To sum up then, I have used Nancy 
Fraser’s (1997; 2000) bivalent conception of social justice as well as Amartya Sen’s (1984; 
1995) and Martha Nussbaum’s (1995; 2000) human capabilities approach as an overall 
framework for my analysis of students’ accounts.  

In Chapter Six I elaborate on the ethics of care framework which I use to complement Fraser’s 
notions of social justice and Sen’s and Nussbaum’s approaches. I do so in order to look at 
students’ accounts which pertain to gender and generation.  The ethics of care framework 
emphasises the centrality of care in human life.  It also emphasises the particularity of 
practices of care and how these make an essential contribution to human survival.  I make use 
of Joan Tronto’s phases of care in order to distinguish between the hands-on work of care-
giving and that of caring for or providing resources for the continued survival of family 
members.  I examine which family members in terms of their gender and generation undertake 
these activities and pay attention to who are the care-givers and the care-receivers.  The 
caring practices which the students reported on such as cooking, cleaning, tending cattle, 
fetching water, looking after children and elderly relatives, and engaging in paid employment to 
acquire resources are all regarded and labelled in the chapter as responsibilities that family 
members engaged in or were expected to engage in.  The responsibilities which family 
members assumed had implications for the manner in which they spent their time and with 
whom they spent it.  
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CHAPTER  4 

THE IMPACT OF CULTURAL RACISM ON 
FAMILY MEMBERS – AN INSTANCE OF 

MISRECOGNITION 
 

 

 

One of the first post-colonial writers to examine cultural racism and recognise its pervasive 
effects on the black psyche was the Algerian psychiatrist Frantz Fanon in his classic ‘Black 
Skins, White Masks’ (1986). His work has been further developed by post-colonial theorists 
such as Edward Said (1978), Homi Bhabha (1994), Gayatri Spivak (1992) and Chandra 
Mohanty (1991; 2003). These writers were committed to a decolonisation and critique of the 
normativity of European and American forms of knowledge. As post-colonial theorists, they 
have each contributed to ideas of how colonial discourse has constructed the Orient, Africa 
and the so-called Third World.  

 

How students defined cultural racism 
Generally, students referred in their own texts to Dominelli’s (1991a) definition as presented to 
them in the Family-in-Community Profile assignment – that cultural racism endorses the 
supremacy of white beliefs and values. This concept seemed to resonate with students’ 
experiences and many provided rich examples of how they had encountered this form of 
racism in their lives and of the effects that it had had on their family circumstances. In 
presenting the evidence from students’ accounts, I have divided the discussion on cultural 
racism into three subsections, each focusing on one major pattern which emerged from my 
analysis of the students’ profile reports. The three subsections are:  

 

• primitivisation;  

• othering and inferiorisation; and  

• familism.  
  

In discussing the concepts of primitivisation and othering and inferiorisation, I consider each in 
relation to different areas of social life such as religion, education and work in South Africa, in 
which, I argue, forms of cultural racism or instances of misrecognition were reported by 
students to have been manifested. Primitivisation, othering and inferiorisation and familism 
were not themselves concepts mentioned in the Family-in-Community Profile assignment or in 
students’ reports. Rather, they are my own categorisations which have emerged from my 
analysis of the data derived from students’ responses to the assignments. I explain these terms 
serially as I reach them in the sections below.  
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Primitivisation  
Many students’ responses in relation to cultural racism exemplified what Donna Haraway (in 
Bhavnani and Haraway 1994) has referred to as the discourse of primitivity. Haraway (in 
Bhavnani and Haraway 1994) regards primitivity, which she sees as being the discourse of the 
Western world about the primitiveness of the African, as one of the two major modes of 
racialisation. The other, she says, is what Edward Said (1978) described as orientalism. While 
orientalism is said to refer to the West’s anxiety about the East as its own birthplace, primitivity 
is said to refer to the West’s forms of anxiety about Africa, the consequent denigration of what 
is regarded as primitive, and the intellectual colonialism which results. The notions of primitivity 
which were ascribed to colonised populations is similar to the manner in which women and 
children have been regarded as primitive and less developed, occupying lower ranks on the 
evolutionary ladder and therefore in need of guidance and protection by those who are more 
developed or civilised: namely men, adults, colonisers (Narayan 1995; Burman 1997).  

In what follows, I describe and analyse the effects of primitivisation implicit in the students’ 
accounts of experiences of cultural racism. I first discuss primitivisation generally in terms of its 
effects on students’ family and cultural practices. I then look in more detail at the effects of 
Christianity on primitivisation and how paid employment contributed to students’ and their 
family members’ feelings that they were being primitivised. Finally I consider how ethnic 
markers imposed by apartheid led to forms of primitivisation between those marked 
differentially as coloured and African. I also describe the strategies students or their family 
members used to cope with the effects of primitivisation. 

 

Primitivisation and Cultural Practices – a general overview 
Many students’ accounts brought to the fore a general feeling that their own practices – 
identified as African, coloured or Indian cultural practices – were being measured against what 
is regarded as ‘normal’ and ‘civilised’, (which they identify as white, western, Christian), and 
found wanting as ‘primitive’ and less developed. This primitivisation mode of racialising was 
identified mainly by African rather than coloured students, who discussed the vulnerability of 
their culture in different localities – rural/urban, township/suburbia – as well as in relation to 
Christianity and the church and the workplace. There was only one so-called coloured student 
who identified ‘coloured culture’ as being different from white culture, and perceived this as a 
culture that had been lost: 

In our family's way of living (living pattern) there appears to be a lot of conflict because 
our parents and us felt that we were slowly losing our cultural beliefs and values and 
that we are accepting dominant white culture because we became ashamed of our 
inferior beliefs and values. 

In my family we have experienced cultural loss. My family realised that we had to find a 
way to revive the knowledge and practices of our own Coloured cultural beliefs, values 
and norms and practice. Our parents taught us a lot of cultural beliefs that they 
practised as children and this verbal transmission of cultural knowledge supported our 
family in dealing with our cultural loss (Family Profile 100). 

The above account does not elaborate on what effect exactly this sense of loss of beliefs had 
upon family practices, nor does it explicate what these ‘Coloured cultural beliefs’ and ‘practices’ 
were. What it highlights, though, is the importance placed on the practice of oral recounting 
from one generation which ‘has knowledge’ to another, and how this was seen as important for 
rekindling or keeping alive beliefs, values and practices which were different from the dominant 
ones – those associated with whites as colonisers. A similar phenomenon was reported by 
Poupart (2003) who has written about the internalised oppression of American Indians, 
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maintaining that American Indians were able to resist the subject positions of the dominant 
culture through telling of their experiences and stories within a continued oral tradition. 

Various African students’ reports related how notions of individualism, which they identified as 
emanating from cultural racism, had changed African notions of collectivism and wholeness 
(c.f. Asante 1988, 2003; Swigonski 1996; Schiele 1996; Ramose 1999, Graham 2002; Mazama 
2003) and the effects that this had had upon their family practices. For example, one rural 
African woman student’s account shows how she and her family members had found that a 
clearly prevalent individualism had made it difficult for them to undertake the reciprocities and 
effect the kinds of mutual respect for others that they regarded as proper. Owing to changes in 
eating practices, she explained, it had become difficult to receive friends and persons who just 
‘popped in’ for meals and to share with them, as had been done previously: 

… we used to eat together from the same dish, sometimes sharing the same spoon. 
But because of cultural racism we had to use individual plates and made it very difficult 
to invite our friends to join us (especially when that person arrives/visits during dinner 
times) (Family Profile 118). 

Another example of the influence of primitivisation through notions of individualism is contained 
in the following account, which demonstrates the effects of primitivisation on family practices, 
by focusing on the commonly encouraged practice, in white middle-class South African homes, 
of putting babies in separate rooms, cots or beds from their mothers.  

According to white culture, a baby is left to sleep on its own in a cot rather than in 
another bedroom. I personally perceive it important for mothers to share a common bed 
with their babies as this nurtures the bond between mother and child. Constant 
attention is necessary and important as it raises the self-esteem of the baby as she 
grows up. My mother used to sleep with all her babies which made it easier for her to 
attend immediately when the baby cried. On the contrary according to white culture, a 
baby is left to sleep on its own in a cot or rather in another bedroom (Family Profile 2).  

The belief that the baby needs to be physically separated from the mother was advocated by 
orthodox Freudian psychological texts and popularised in baby-rearing manuals of the 1970s 
and 1980s (De Kok 1970; Jolly 1975; Spock 1976; Leach 1984; Stoppard 1984). The student 
who was reporting was aware of this tendency, but disagreed with it, perceiving her mother’s 
way, i.e. what she regarded as the African way of dealing with babies (sleeping in the same 
bed), as being the preferable one. She was also able to motivate why she believed this 
practice to be preferable, and invoked the first phase of the ethic of care, that of attentiveness, 
as a primary reason for the importance of constant contact between mother and child. The 
student’s own rationalisation of her family practices as being preferable for the well-being of 
babies shows a resistance on her part to the hegemony of what she regarded as Eurocentric 
knowledge as being the only legitimate way of doing things. 

Some students’ accounts gave indications of the multiple effects of cultural racism, as 
illustrated in the one below: 

Most of our way of life was seen as barbaric and [the assumption was] that only whites 
were the masters of the perfect practice of culture. For instance as an African family we 
could not perform rituals to our ancestors because that was against Catholicism. Also, 
the Calvinistic religious origins of the Afrikaner nation caused them to look down on the 
African independent churches. This influenced some of my family members to lose 
some values which are unique to the African people. For example, the traditional 
African rhythm in music was replaced by monotonous music. Tension has developed 
between the family members as far as music is concerned. Linked to the above is the 
concept of individualism which is dominant in the white culture. The morality [of 
individualism] is based on the interests of the individual instead of looking at the 
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combined family. Thus the values found in the concept botho20 (social ties) have been 
affected as far as family music gatherings are concerned (Family Profile 1). 

A number of observations can be drawn from the student’s account. Firstly, due to the 
denigration of African traditional thought and practice of ubuntu by the Catholic Church, to 
which family members probably belonged, they were unable to perform family rituals to their 
ancestors. Secondly, due to white Afrikaans Calvinist churches being seen as superior to 
African independent churches21, African values were negatively regarded, although the student 
does not elaborate on the effect of this on her family practices. The student cites the rhythm of 
African music as an example of conflicts which developed in her family, probably with some 
members wanting to pursue traditional musical forms and others western forms. She attributes 
this conflict with regard to music also to the western notion of individualism, which she sees as 
negatively affecting family gatherings involving music, with which she associates the 
importance of botho (ubuntu) or social ties. Her account thus resonates with the African 
philosopher Ramose’s (1999) explanations of the ontologico-epistemological difference 
between African active participation and non-African passive listening with regard to music. 
This is a view which could easily lead to essentialising, with these values and practices being 
regarded as inherent to African people. 

Twenty-two out of sixty-four African students (34%) related how they and their family members 
were unable to engage in what they called ‘cultural’ or ‘traditional’ practices: those ritualised 
practices that marked important life events or life course22 status changes, such as birth, 
transition from boyhood/girlhood to manhood/womanhood and death. One student, for 
example, wrote, ‘Most of my family’s cultural values and beliefs were lost because white 
missionaries believed that our practices were heathen ones’ (Family Profile 1). Inability to 
perform such practices would have had major implications for the sense and experience of 
well-being of family members, as most important life events such as birth, achieving adult 
status, death, and any illness or misfortune affecting family members would be dealt with by 
engaging in various rituals in connection with ancestors.  

Students identified the inability to perform cultural rituals as being more problematic for people 
residing in urban areas than for those in rural areas. They noted that those in rural areas were 
in a more fortunate position in this regard, in that what they saw as ‘white culture’ had had little 
influence on rural people and their ability to continue with what they understood to be African 
traditional cultural practices:  

                                                  
20 ‘botho’ is the Southern Sotho term equivalent to the Nguni term ‘ubuntu’. The student’s reference to social ties 
would indicate the notion of a person being a person through other people, rather than seeing individuals as atomised 
autonomous beings, as is assumed in dominant western discourse Ubuntu, it has been argued, emphasises the 
relatedness between human individuals, who are inextricably linked and oriented towards what Ramose (1999:80) 
calls ‘the greater environing wholeness’. The act of being human or ‘humaneness’ which botho or ubuntu denotes, as 
a verbal noun, is understood as also implying acts of respect, politeness, generosity, concern and kindness towards 
others. Not to engage in these acts of sharing and caring for one another means that one cannot achieve the status 
of being human (Ramose 1999). In this way, it is similar to the ethics of care, where people are regarded as 
relational, rather than atomised, autonomous beings and morality is judged from how adequately caring is able to be 
practised (Tronto 1993; Sevenhuijsen 1998; Kittay 1999). However, the similarity of ubuntu to those of a feminist 
ethics of care can be regarded as problematic in that the philosophical bases of ubuntu and a feminist ethics of care 
are quite different: ubuntu is dependent upon notions of patrilineality and, unlike the feminist ethic of care, holds no 
commitment to oppose the subjection of women. Similar critiques have been raised by feminists against those who 
claim that Confucianism is similar to a feminist ethics of care (Star 2002; Yuan 2002). 
21 African independent churches were those that were created in response to their denial of entry into white Afrikaans 
Calvinist churches. 
22 I use the term ‘life course’ rather than that of ‘life cycle’. ‘Life cycle’, a term which has traditionally been used in 
developmental psychology and social work implies a biologically determined, naturalised set of static, fixed statuses, 
which are repeated. It fits the traditional functionalist view of society, as portrayed in the Dixon (1979) text. I find the 
term ‘life course’ preferable in that it denotes a variability of meaning in relation to age. Life course incorporates the 
idea that what one can do and be in one’s life time is influenced by the social category of age (Hockey and James 
2003; Makoni & Stroeken 2002a). 
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Family members who were actually stationed in rural areas did not experience this kind 
of racism very much. They were the ones who conformed to the norms and values. It 
was very easy for them to perform their cultural activities. It was difficult for those who 
were migrant labourers to perform their cultural activities. They were compelled to stay 
in hostels23 where they were restricted to do certain rituals. Unlike in the rural areas it 
was difficult for them to slaughter livestock or to make home brew for cultural purposes. 
They could not do anything for their ancestors. They were forced to wait for December 
holidays and do those things at home. In areas they even struggled to wear their 
traditional outfits made of livestock skins. They had to adapt to the situation in urban 
areas (Family Profile 39). 

They [my parents] were not allowed to practice ancestors work (umsebenzi 
wabaphansi) in townships. They were told to move out and practice such rituals in rural 
areas where our grandmother and grandfather were living. These rituals were done for 
giving specific thanks to or requesting something from ancestors for particular success 
in the family (Family Profile 109). 

However, being in rural areas was not always regarded as being a protection against cultural 
racism, as the following shows: 

 

…the family stay in the rural areas of Transkei. As a Black or African family they were 
forced to believe that white culture is the superior one. As a result the family believe in 
Christianity whereas they used to hold traditional beliefs. Their culture or the way they 
used to do things has been dominated by western civilisation. For instance their 
forefathers used to value livestock but the new generation within the family value cars 
and cellular telephones (Family Profile 105). 

The difficulty of living in urban neighbourhoods previously designated as white-only areas24 was 
identified as being problematic by a couple of African students, in that whites were understood to 
disapprove of African traditional ritual practices and, as the account below indicates, refused to 
tolerate differences from their own ways of life.  

I do not believe that we followed the culture of white people, because as far as I know 
white people do not have any culture. Instead they do not approve of traditional 
ceremonies as slaughtering of animals. They expect black people not to bring their 
cultures in their neighbourhoods. They cannot accept other people's culture. They need 
to understand that everyone is different (Family Profile 80). 

This account is interesting in that the student negates the possibility of whites having a culture of 
their own, contrary to those views expressed above, which saw ‘white culture’ as being 
synonymous with Christianity and materialism. The idea that whites do not have a culture is one 
which is often expressed by African students at UWC. Many students perceive ‘culture’ to be a term 
that describes only African beliefs in ancestors and the various rituals associated with these beliefs 
– a point to which I will return at the end of this chapter, when I discuss critiques of the concept of 
cultural racism.  

The idea that whites do not have a culture is mirrored in many white people’s own 
unconsciousness of being raced (Frankenberg 1993) and in their engaging in cultural practices 
which are unmarked and unnamed. Generally, those who occupy privileged positions are not 
as aware of the distinctiveness of their beliefs and practices as those who are in less powerful 
positions because the privileged practices are regarded by all as being self-evident and 

                                                  
23 Mamphela Ramphele (1993) in her book A Bed Called Home: A Study of Life in Migrant Labour Hostels in the 
Western Cape, refers to the term hostel as a euphemism for single-sex labour compounds. These hostels were 
constructed to house African men who were only allowed to reside in urban areas if they had a pass until the Influx 
Control regulations were repealed in the Abolition of Influx Control Act of 1986. The Native Labour Regulation Act 
provided the legal framework for the development of these single-sex hostels and Section 10 of the Native Urban 
Areas Act prevented women and children from accompanying male members of their families to urban areas (Sachs 
1990). 
24 Under the apartheid regime, Africans were, through the Group Areas Act No. 36 of 1966, forcibly removed and 
legally prevented from living in areas designated as white by the South African State (West 1988:104-106).  
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‘normal’ and therefore exempt from scrutiny. Frankenberg (1993) posits that part of the work of 
whiteness is the generation of norms so that white beliefs seem universal, natural and 
timeless, thus invisible and not socially and politically constructed. As a result of this, the white 
western self has remained largely unexamined.  

 
 

The imposition of Christianity and its role  
in primitivisation discourse 
Christianity and the church were identified by various students as being major perpetrators of 
cultural racism in that they primitivised Africans and their cultural practices. The American 
philosopher, Uma Narayan (1995) has referred to the manner in which coercive conversion to 
Christianity by colonisers was justified as being imposed for the welfare of the ‘heathens’ in 
terms of their moral guidance and spiritual upliftment. Colonisers regarded it as their moral 
obligation to bring light to the darkness of Africa by proselytising and spreading the word of 
Christianity. Ramose (1999) refers to the imposition of Christianity on Africa, and its domination 
and elimination of indigenous religions as Christianisation, which he perceives as spiritual 
racism. Christianity, through colonists, claimed the right to unilaterally determine truth on behalf 
of Africans. Some African students assumed a critical stance to similar to Ramose’s in relation 
to the religion which they considered to have been and to continue to be an imposition by white 
colonialists. 

My family, like many South African families, are and were subjected to Christianity, 
being a member of the NG Kerk in Afrika25 and knowing very well that that church is 
dominated by Afrikaans-speaking whites. These people dominated and affected our 
African culture in a sense that they are against, inter alia, celebrating and making what I 
may refer to as "feasts for our ancestors", so we had to make sure that when organising 
such events, the priest is not aware of that since it was discouraged and labelled 
barbaric [emphasis added]. Coping with that, the particular events had to be termed 
other things but still, at times, parents were faced with problems of even facing the 
priest who reprimanded and tried to convince them; but still we survived the pressures 
(Family Profile 31).  

…they [whites] make you feel very backward [emphasis added]. When children were 
born we used to slaughter a goat to introduce the child to the ancestors, but today we 
make birthday parties which is what the western people do. We see the western culture 
as superior than our own culture. We have become artificial by wanting to do things the 
western way whereas you can't take away our South African blackness. We used to 
believe in ancestors but now we are Christians. Christianity, which came to South Africa 
with the Europeans, wants us to do away with all the things that identify our culture and 
was also used to exploit and oppress the black people (Family Profile 88).  

I have emphasised the words ‘labelled barbaric’ and ‘backward’ in these two accounts to alert 
the reader to what are signifiers in the students’ accounts of the racialising discourse of 
primitivity in relation to the church and Christianity. Both of the above examples can be seen as 
instances in which, in order to compensate for the primitivisation of cultural practices, students 
and their family members have turned instead to an essentialised notion of African traditions 
and beliefs. I will come back to this issue in the final section of this chapter, where I make 
some critical remarks in relation to the notion of cultural racism.  

  
 
 

                                                  
25 The Nederlandse Gereformeerde (NG) Kerk was the white church, the NG Sending Kerk the coloured church and 
the NG Kerk in Afrika, the African church, because of apartheid sentiments by white Afrikaners that different race 
groups should not worship together, but should have separate churches.  
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How students and their family members coped  
with primitivisation in relation to religious rituals 
African students identified five ways of coping with the denigration of their cultural rituals. 
Firstly, by engaging in church-going behaviour whilst still performing their rituals secretly; 
secondly, by reframing rituals in other terminology, as the first account above (Family Profile 
31) indicates; thirdly, by rejecting the church and maintaining their rituals; fourthly, by 
incorporating both Christianity and ancestor worship in a hybrid form and fifthly, by whole-
heartedly adopting Christianity and rejecting traditional rituals. 

The following is an example of the fourth method, in which both Christianity and ancestor 
worship were incorporated in a hybrid form that was openly practised:  

The family coped with this cultural racism by deciding to believe in both western and 
African cultures. This family still practices traditional ceremonies but they attend church 
services almost every Sunday. For example during December holidays on 20/12/97 the 
family was having ceremony based on praising the ancestors and God for all the 
developments and improvements within the family. In the ceremony both sangomas26 
and church priest were invited as guests in the ceremony (Family Profile 105). 

The fifth method was rarely reported, and when that occurred it was reported as a ‘loss’. One 
student, for instance, reported ‘Most of my family’s cultural values and beliefs were lost 
because white missionaries believed that our practices were heathen ones’ (Family Profile 57).  

In contrast to African students reporting the maintenance of what they termed traditional 
cultural rituals in the face of the church’s disapproval, ‘coloured’ students reported that their 
families had been very susceptible to wholesale acceptance of white values and beliefs. This 
acceptance was particularly in relation to Christianity. The coloured students and their family 
members also identified themselves with the white, mainly Afrikaans culture because of the 
associations that the status ‘white’ carried as civilised, good, normal and synonymous with 
gaining access to important resources, opportunities and prospects for improvement. The 
following is an example of such an account: 

The family was strongly influenced by cultural racism as described by Dominelli (1991). 
The family implemented the culture of whites in the sense that they were Afrikaans 
speaking, Christian and they followed western norms. At that time they did not question 
and were not aware of this supremacy of the beliefs of whites. Therefore they did not 
look for an alternative to this situation. According to Simpson (1988, p.93) this 
acceptance could be attributed to the fact that the colour white was seen as pure and 
better than that of darker skinned people, and that "coloureds" were seen as better than 
blacks. The perception was that the darker your skin, the more difficult life would be, 
with no opportunities and the minimum of prospects (Family Profile 85). 

In coloured students’ accounts of cultural racism, it appeared that there was a great deal of 
moral pressure from community members to attend church and accept Christianity as a 
religion. Christianity has been naturalised as the dominant religion in a myriad ways, for 
instance, in the marking of Christian festivals as public holidays. As a rural coloured male 
student observed:  

…most of our community – coloureds – [in Napier, a rural town in the Western Cape] 
adhered to this religion, adopting its belief and values. The coloureds mainly worked for 
the white farmers in those days. Adhering to this religion did not only influence people's 
religious side but also what kind of education they had, what festive days were 
celebrated and how behaviour that was expected by and acceptable to the church was 
adhered to. This portrayed a picture of whites being the leaders and others being mere 
followers in need of guidance. This in itself endorsed the supremacy of beliefs and 
values of the white culture (Family Profile 108). 

 

                                                  
26 A category of traditional healers 
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Primitivisation and paid employment 
Unlike religion, where, as students indicated, there were various methods of resisting or 
abandoning what they saw as cultural or traditional practices, the work place was seen to 
provide little choice as to whether one could remain in the situation whilst practising traditional 
African cultural rituals. The following is a poignant account of how a student’s mother had had 
to give up her paid employment in the kitchen of a Stellenbosch27 farmer due to intolerance of 
her own beliefs and practices: 

While we were all working on the farm and staying in the farm house, it was very 
difficult for us to do things pertaining to our culture. My mother was a well known 
inyanga28 in the village. My mother sometimes worked with the people until late at night 
[as a domestic worker in the employ of the farmer] so the people would go to the farm 
and want to see my mother, then she could not talk to them because she did not wear 
the clothes which she wore when she worked with people [as a traditional healer] and 
also the things which she is supposed to use [for traditional healing] were not there. 

She was also supposed to wear those white earrings on her head, legs and neck but 
she was not allowed to wear them at work and this caused illness to her, it was a living 
and also a life for her. 

The family members had no other way to cope with this situation but had to obey or to 
accept the situation. As a result of this my mother gave up the job [as a domestic worker] 
at an early stage and continued with the (job as an) inyanga because what she believed 
in is that her mother and father told her in her dreams that she must go and take the 
things they used and be an inyanga29 (Family Profile 13). 

The imperative in this case to become an inyanga was regarded by family members to be more 
compelling than the mother’s retention of her paid employment as a domestic worker in the 
kitchen of the farm. Her ancestors, in this case her deceased parents, had given her the 
message in her dreams that she must follow the path of becoming a traditional healer. The 
student does not see her mother leaving her employment as a domestic worker as an option, 
but as imperative, which is evidenced in her description of how they coped in the situation – 
they had to ‘obey or accept’ it, and thus to adopt a range of family practices in consequence. 

Other students’ accounts give details of the migrant labour system, where men and women left 
rural areas for urban and industrial centres to seek employment in order to survive. They held 
this system responsible for preventing men from being able to engage in important rituals 
precisely because they had to be practised with the family and in the home. The following 
excerpt demonstrates how the migrant labour system prevented men from performing rituals 
for a significant period of time, and how this was perceived to undermine African beliefs: 

The black men had to leave their homes and families for eighteen months without any 
rituals and traditional beliefs being done. The whole situation had an impact in 
weakening the african beliefs (Family Profile 114). 

 

Primitivisation and ethnic markers 
Both coloured and African students described experiences of how Africans were regarded as 
inferior and less than human by coloureds. The limitations of Dominelli’s (1991a) definition of 
cultural racism as the domination of white beliefs thus need to be recognised because it does 
not enable us to account for forms of cultural racism which marked, in specific ways, those who 

                                                  
27 Stellenbosch, an area situated near Cape Town, is renowned for its wine farms. 
28 Another category of traditional healer (in addition to sangoma mentioned in footnote 26). 
29 It is generally believed that if one does not follow the ancestors’ bidding to practice one’s skills as a traditional 
healer, when called to do so, this will lead to illness (often mental illness) and misfortune for the individual and his/her 
relatives (Burhmann 1984; 1996). 
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were differentially categorised by apartheid legislation and discourse. Despite the emphasis on 
white superiority in the Dominelli (1991a) definition, students nonetheless picked up on the 
effects which apartheid legislation had had upon people who were differentially categorised, 
and how they saw and treated each other. The apartheid regime and system hierarchised the 
racial categories (population groups) it legislatively created, Africans being given the harshest 
treatment and being portrayed as the least developed or most primitive, and coloured and 
Indian people being regarded as less underdeveloped than Africans, but more so than whites. 
The following accounts, all from urban coloured students, demonstrate how these students 
were conscious of the impact that that aspect of apartheid ideology had had on members of 
their families: 

Culturally, the idea that "coloureds" and Africans are different in nature has been safely 
grafted into the mind of the "coloured" community. They accepted this as morally right 
and viewed themselves as better than their black brothers and sisters. This is still very 
evident today. They were made to believe that Africans are dangerous and less human, 
not to be associated with (Family Profile 30). 

In our family they have seen Africans as different in nature. To them it was the right 
decision, and they have seen themselves as better than their black brothers and sisters. 
In today's modern world it is still very evident. They actually believe that Africans are 
dangerous people and also very cruel. The family supported themselves by not 
associating with Africans. These beliefs were transmitted from my grandparents to their 
children and they to their children (Family Profile 54). 

The two accounts above indicate how members of coloured families tended to primitivise 
Africans as dangerous, cruel and less than human. These beliefs were transmitted through 
family practices. The students themselves were nonetheless able to make judgements about 
this primitivisation as being erroneous, as the following account reveals. The account gives a 
clear picture of how a coloured Muslim father engaged in primitivisation of his African future 
son-in-law. The student’s account shows that she is critical of her father’s cultural racism 
towards Africans, which she views as misdirected anger that should rather have been 
expressed towards whites: 

When [my sister] Faiza, second eldest daughter of Nasima and Umesh, wanted to get 
married, her father was happy, but when he saw who it was, he had a complete change 
in attitudes. His [the prospective husband’s] name was Mandla Mancgotywa – a so-
called African. My father immediately summoned the family together to discuss the 
issue. Mandla was well-mannered, had a fairly good intellect and it was obvious that he 
loved Faiza very much and she him, so of course the other family members including 
my mother had no objection to the wedding. My father was obviously furious and tried 
to discredit Mandla in all ways possible. He insisted that Mandla pay or give 100 sheep 
as lobola for his daughter even when he [Mandla] said that his family no longer 
exercised that tradition/custom. Faiza eventually got married before the Justice of the 
Peace without her father's blessing. Above all Mandla's respect for his father-in-law 
stayed intact and it made him realise that irrespective of his cultural background, 
religious preference, he had to accept Mandla as a husband for his daughter. What he 
[my father] failed to record, was the fact that according to the apartheid laws of the 
country we are both black and instead of venting his anger towards the whites, he 
concentrated on the marginal differences between evenly oppressed groups (Family 
Profile 10). 

The anxiety of coloured people associating with or resembling Africans was evident in many of 
the life stories generated by the Family-in-Community Profiles, where the texture of one’s hair, 
the colour of one’s eyes and the hue of one’s skin became subjects of intense scrutiny by 
family members in the assessment of whether family members and outsiders were acceptable 
or not. 
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My mother says that she was influenced by her mother and father. My grandmother never 
liked black people and this was the reason why she never spoke to my father when he first 
started visiting them. He never had the right hair and was extremely dark. My 
grandmother's two oldest brothers were classified as white.30 They were fair with green and 
blue eyes and both had blond hair. The rest of her family were classified as mixed race. To 
this very day my mother's birth certificate states that she is classified as mixed (Family 
Profile 84). 

Being rejected, family members project their anger indirectly toward an outcast racial 
group. Amongst Coloureds there is racism, those with a lighter skin complexion eyes 
and hair are perceived as being more favourable. Due to this racism anger at it brings 
about that this anger is displaced on another racial group (Family Profile 78). 

The above two excerpts indicate that cultural racism existed even between family members 
and towards those with whom family members came into contact, who may or may not have 
been regarded as being similarly racially categorised. For example, amongst coloured family 
members, those who are deemed whiter, either through association or because of physical 
attributes, are described as being differently treated. The last quoted account (Family Profile 
78) shows that the student herself is highly critical of what she regards as displaced anger due 
to feelings of rejection by family members as a result of cultural racism. Some other accounts 
also presented a more hopeful scenario, where family members reassessed their own negative 
views towards those marked as African: 

Today we realise how wrong we were, because of what was said to us, we were lead to 
believe that we are better than black people. We only coped by means of the support 
system we had within our family. This was done by rectifying each other to think 
otherwise (coloured female urban student31 Family Profile 74). 

African students also related how the apartheid classifications had influenced family members’ 
behaviour. They reported that some family members had stopped practising cultural rituals and 
had adopted surnames regarded as typically associated with coloured people in order to ‘pass’ 
as coloured (Western 1996), and so gain some of the limited privileges and acceptances which 
were open to coloured people as a result of the Coloured Labour Preference Policy32 in the 
Western and Northern Cape: 

People changed their African surnames and adopted English or Afrikaans ones to be 
accepted in a system that despised Blacks. By doing so most abandoned their 
traditions and customs in a bid to appear more Coloured and thus be partially accepted 
by the State and its agents (Family Profile 9). 

Dominelli’s (1991a) definition of cultural racism as adopted in the Family-in-Community Profile 
assignment does not, then, provide a means to adequately address the differential experiences 
of people categorised as African and coloured. This is because it too starkly posits cultural 
racism as an unambiguous black/white issue – a simple dualist opposition. Although the racist 
beliefs students reported may still be based on notions of primitivisation of black, and the 
consequent notions of civilisation in relation to white, the differential effects on different 
categories of people need to be acknowledged, especially in the South African context, as can 
be seen from students’ accounts. 

                                                  
30 Because classification of racial categories was performed on the basis of physical characteristics in some 
circumstances, it could be possible for siblings to have been differently classified. 
31 I have added the racial marker, gender and location to certain Family Profile Numbers where I consider this to be 
significant. 
32 Coloured people were allowed to work in the Cape whereas Africans were not and had to apply for permits do so 
until the legislation changed in 1986 and influx control was abolished. A student described it aptly in the following 
quote: “Cape Town became a predominantly so-called "coloured" area with very few Africans as they were largely 
accommodated in the "homelands". Historically also jobs were considered exclusively for "coloureds" and whites 
especially in the textile industries. This presented no employment opportunities for African people and left them 
largely poor and jobless. This did not present much of a problem for members of the family then as it was embedded 
into the legal system” (Family Profile 30). 
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In this subsection on primitivisation I have given an indication of how aware students were of the 
detrimental effects of colonial discourses on family practices and cultural rituals, and the 
consequences of these effects on family members and their family practices. These discourses 
were identified as being manifested generally in family practices and cultural rituals and also 
more specifically through different social domains – religion, waged employment situations and 
ethnic markers. In all instances, they constitute forms of misrecognition, where values that 
students and their family members hold dear were negated and demeaned in various ways. Their 
descriptions of what had been done to them involved a sense of injuries to their psyches and to 
those of their family members, as well as institutional misrecognition, as in cases of not being 
able to pursue cultural practices in urban localities or work situations. They therefore encompass 
both Axel Honneth’s (1996) notions of misrecognition as being primarily psychological and 
intersubjective and Nancy Fraser’s (1997; 2000) idea of status or institutional misrecognition. The 
latter is reflected in instances where students and their family members reported having made it 
difficult for them to be able to interact in an equal manner (on a par) with others in society, in not 
being able to pursue important activities for their well-being as others were able to do. 

The primitivisation which students relate in these contexts could also be considered a form of 
‘epistemic violence’, a term originally coined by Gayatri Spivak in a keynote address at a 
conference in 1984 and which Ruth Frankenberg explains as ‘the idea that associated with West 
European colonial expansion is the production of modes of knowing that enabled and rationalised 
colonial domination from the standpoint of the West, and produced ways of conceiving “Other” 
societies and cultures whose legacies endure into the present’ (1993:16). In the following 
subsection I elaborate on this notion of othering, as well as on inferiorisation. Both are forms of 
cultural racism, which I identified as being significant in students’ accounts in their Family-in-
Community Profiles. 

 
 
 
 
 

Othering and inferiorisation 
A major theme which emerged from students’ accounts of cultural racism was the manner in 
which their family members were affected by discourses of otherness transmitted through 
educational and religious institutions, and waged employment situations. By ‘othering’, I mean 
the way in which the students were illegitimated by being regarded as ‘them’ (objects) rather 
than ‘us’ (subjects), in other words, regarded as unimportant, different, marginal, strange or 
alien and having negative qualities attributed to them due to their racial markings (de Beauvoir 
1997; Hartsock 1998; Plumwood 1993). Macdonald and Merrill (2002), in their analysis of 
Fraser’s notion of misrecognition, draw on Hegel’s (1977) original notion of misrecognition in 
which the mutuality of a subject-subject or equal relationship which he saw as being a 
prerequisite for recognition is absent. In Hegelian terms, the other would be regarded as 
neither distinct nor equal, which Hegel describes as inevitable in a master-slave relationship. 
The subject-object relationship implicit in my definition of othering thus makes it a form of 
misrecognition in that it precludes the mutual recognition of a subject-subject relationship.  

By inferiorisation I mean the way students and their family members were constructed as 
mentally, physically or emotionally inferior to the accepted norm, and found to be ‘wanting’ or 
‘less than’ this norm in various ways. Students’ use, in their profile accounts, of terms such as 
‘animals’, ‘sub-human’, ‘dangerous’, ‘underdeveloped’, ‘illiterate’ and ‘failures’ indicates some 
of the ways in which they and their family members perceived these forms of inferiorisation. 
Inferiorisation is also a form of misrecognition, where activities, persons or values are devalued 
and demeaned (Macdonald and Merrill 2002). 
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Because it provides another window onto manifestations of and responses to cultural racism, I 
was interested in finding out how students and their family members dealt with othering and 
inferiorisation: whether students and their family members actually interiorised the negative 
qualities that were attributed to them or whether they were able to resist, and if the latter what 
practices they engaged in to withstand collusion in their own denigration.  

The feminist philosopher Val Plumwood’s (1993) concept of dualism and its associated 
properties are useful for analysis of the students’ accounts of how they and their family 
members were otherised and inferiorised. By dualism Plumwood means the way in which 
people are othered or misrecognised by being devalued. Plumwood (1993) insightfully 
identifies a number of means by which a hierarchical dualised relationship to the other is 
created. These characteristics include: 

 

• Backgrounding – the denial of dependency on a subordinated other, where the services 
of the other are used but this contribution is not acknowledged or is backgrounded. This 
is similar to Tronto’s (1993) notion of privileged irresponsibility, where those in a position 
of racial/gendered privilege benefit from and make use of the services of the other, who 
meets their needs. Those privileged by racial markers neither recognise nor take 
responsibility for their own privileges or the other’s lack of such privileges. Both 
Plumwood and Tronto hypothesise that it is fear of being dependent on the other and of 
acknowledging dependencies which creates this obfuscation of the value of the 
contribution that the other makes. 

• Radical exclusion – a maximisation of separation in order to disassociate from and 
thereby mark the other as a lower or inferior being. Unbridgeable separation is achieved 
by magnifying the degraded differential activities or qualities ascribed to the other. This 
process ensures that no similarities are perceived, thus no identification with the other 
can occur. Such a polarisation sets up a perceived (but false) dichotomy and naturalises 
domination by portraying denigrated qualities as inherent in the other. 

• Incorporation – the other is defined as a lack, a negation or an absence, and is 
recognised only in relation to the master’s desires or needs. This leads to the fourth 
characteristic, which is  

• Instrumentalism – by being defined only as a means to someone else’s ends the other 
is regarded an instrument and so objectified. The other, having no intrinsic value, falls 
outside moral consideration and is regarded as a resource. 

• Homogenisation –differences between those who are inferiorised are regarded as being 
unimportant, denied or undermined and belittled. Homogenisation thus produces 
binarisms, dividing the world into two perspectives – that of the master and that of the 
other. The important view is that of the master, not that of the other. The other is not 
regarded in a personal or unique way, as an individual, but as an interchangeable 
resource to serve the master’s needs.  

 
 

In the accounts which follow I make use of Plumwood’s (1993) notion of dualism to examine 
how practices in the social domains of education, religion and religious beliefs, waged 
employment and generational differences have led to misrecognition in the forms of othering 
and inferiorisation of students and their family members and, in some instances, how these 
forms of cultural racism were dealt with.  

The following excerpt demonstrates how inferiorisation and othering had an impact on a 
number of the spheres mentioned above: 
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Rosie’s story of cultural imperialism –  
reflections of an urban coloured woman 

Because both my parents were not able to complete their matric [final school leaving 
year], and only went as far as standard 7 [now Grade 9], formal schooling did not 
play as an important role in this particular kind of racism [cultural] as it did for me and 
my siblings. For example, me and my siblings were taught to sing the [apartheid] 
South African national anthem (Die Stem) during school hours, and when the period 
of boycotts in 1975, 1985 and 1986 came, we were taught [by fellow students 
involved in liberation movement organisations] Nkosi Sikilele iAfrica [the anthem then 
adopted by the liberation movement]. This was enforced through formal schooling, 
and something my parents were not exposed to. 

However, because people were often very religious when my parents were 
teenagers, the white dominant race at that time used their very religion to subdue 
them, e.g. they would say that the bible said…"People should subject themselves 
to the authorities, and pay to them what was due to them in taxes". Unfortunately 
people accepted that, and were kept in line because of their strong religious 
beliefs. 

Today, however, even though my parents have instructed us very clearly in the 
faith, and religion is an important part of our lives, we do not believe blindly without 
questioning or critically looking at the consequence thereof. 

The effects of this kind of racism are however not the same, since my parents, my 
father especially, would still look to a white person and from time to time see a 
superior person, and other times he would accept the person for just being human. 
(The hesitation however is still in his mind.) 

On the other hand, myself and my siblings have no ingrained hesitations about 
others’ supremacy, and accept others for just being human. 

As I have already mentioned, myself and my siblings were fortunate enough to 
complete our schooling, and even acquire tertiary education. (Family Profile 21). 

 
 
 
 

Othering and inferiorisation through education 
Here, Rosie intimates that she and her siblings were in a better position to resist cultural racism 
than their parents had been. This was because of their exposure to education, and the 
opportunity to complete their education on a secondary – and, in her case, tertiary-level. 
Although they were exposed to state propaganda in having to sing Die Stem (explained above) 
they also gained access to the ideas of the liberation movements through 1980s school 
boycotts.33  What is also of interest is her explanation of her father’s incomplete acceptance of 
being otherised: – sometimes he perceived the white man as superior and at others saw him 
as an equal. This observation serves as a reminder of the nuances in relation to othering, 
where it cannot be taken for granted that those who are othered accept the inferiorisation 
conferred upon them in a wholly critical or wholly uncritical way. 

                                                  
33 School boycotts were a regular occurrence in the resistance of learners against apartheid in the 1970s, 80s and 
early 90s, and were initiated by the 1976 Soweto school boycott against Afrikaans as a compulsory medium of 
instruction in African schools, which led to mass arrests and shooting of pupils by the South African authorities 
(Molteno 1984; Motala and Vally 2002). An African student referred to this in her/his Family-in-Community Profile: 

 

Throughout our education we were taught to know our subordinate position, to know our place as belonging in 
the kitchens and gardens i.e. labourers. Much of this had led to the 1976 Soweto uprising where hundreds of 
black students died as they were fighting what was done by the Minister who was in power then, to make 
Afrikaans a medium of instruction (Family Profile 6). 
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The view that it is possible to escape cultural racism through education was contradicted, 
however, by other students’ accounts of their experiences in the educational system, such as 
in the following account of an African male student from Gauteng:34 

The family as a whole has been exposed to the most harsh forms of racism from time 
immemorial. As a common practice every young child is expected to go to school from 
a certain age. That should happen in a certain manner, not just haphazardly. Powers 
that be decide on the subjects to be taught at school and where to place much 
emphasis. That, in itself, implied, unfortunately for Africans, that much emphasis should 
be placed on preparing them for work places in the white domain. The education itself 
was not aimed at developing critical thinkers but on the contrary maids and factotums.35 
The education was designed in such a way that Africans should feel inferior to their 
counterparts i.e. Whites, while the gutter education also for Whites taught them to be 
superiors in spheres of life. My family was in no way immune from these practices 
(Family Profile 3). 

In the above quote, the student brings attention to the inequities that existed (and still do exist) 
as a result of the apartheid educational system. He demonstrates an acute awareness of the 
inferiorisation of black intellectual development as a deliberate strategy of the apartheid 
regime. The account provides insight into the workings of the characteristics of dualism 
elaborated by Plumwood (1993) and Tronto’s (1993) privileged irresponsibility. Through 
othering and inferiorising Africans into homogenised categories of ‘maids and factotums’, 
whites were assured that an extended population, designated specifically to provide services 
for them and meet their everyday needs, would be available. Thus, through being categorised 
as maids and factotums, Africans as others were objectified and regarded only as instruments 
to fulfil white needs.  

The African-American feminist writer Barbara Omolade (1994), has described how white 
women and men in the USA were able to pursue careers outside the home because they were 
buttressed by black women who maintained white middle-class households by caring for their 
bodily needs. The same applies very clearly in South Africa where there has long been a 
practice whereby poor black women provide cheap domestic service for even less for those 
whites who would not be considered wealthy (cf Jacklyn Cock 1989; Teresa le Roux 1995).36 
The process of instrumentalism of those relegated to this kind of work has meant that no 
regard was given to the personal circumstances of black women domestic workers or to the 
needs they or their own family members may have had. 

Through the apartheid state assigning ‘Bantu education’ to Africans, whites were able to 
disassociate themselves from Africans, thus maximising distance and minimising opportunities 
for any form of commonality and identification between these populations. It is interesting to 
note that the student quoted above also discredits white education through labelling it as ‘gutter 
education’ because of its role in emphasising white superiority. The implication is that, although 
whites were given a privileged education, it was an inadequate one in that it promoted and 
never questioned its own superiority. From this perspective, whites who attended such schools 
were impoverished in their ignorance and lack of criticality, all due to little or no exposure to 
contesting views. His reference to ‘gutter education for whites’ draws on a 1980s resistance 
rhetoric, used to rally South African black youth to reject the education system, a goal which 

                                                  
34 Gauteng province is part of what was formally known as ‘The Transvaal’ prior to 1994. 
35 ‘Bantu Education’ as it was termed in the apartheid era and formalised in the Bantu Educaction Act (1953) and in 
the Department of Bantu Education, was designed to place Africans in intellectually inferior positions in relation to 
whites. The late Hendrik Verwoerd, Prime Minister of South Africa from 1958-1966 and regarded as one of the chief 
architects of apartheid, described Africans as ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’ and designed ‘Bantu Education’ 
with these biblical phrases in mind during his tenure as Minister of Native Affairs (Kallaway 1994; 2002). In the 
Family-in-Community Profile accounts, students demonstrated their awareness of the intentions of apartheid 
education, as is evidenced in the quote in footnote 11 and in the excerpt to which this footnote is a reference. 
36 The practice has not been confined to whites employing black domestic workers, and now, as a significant black 
middle class is developing, the practice is increasingly being extended into their homes too. 
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was also achieved by the slogan ‘freedom now and education tomorrow’ (Ramphele 1993:7). 
These denunciations of the legitimacy of the education system gave youth the impetus to resist 
and boycott school for what was seen as the more important cause of general liberation for all. 

Coloured students also identified educational institutions, particularly schools, as an important 
medium through which the South African state was able to impose a sense of othering in the 
form of cultural racism, particularly at primary school level. Edward Said (1978) has made 
reference to the importance of the knowledge industry and the production and dissemination of 
texts in the cultural discourse of Eurocentric whiteness. The schools which students describe 
are part of this knowledge industry, and the textbooks to which they were exposed were 
important purveyors of apartheid propaganda (Kallaway 2002). Below are a few excerpts which 
illustrate this. 

In school our perspective of the contents of South African history was influenced by the 
views of the pro-apartheid historians (Family Profile 100). 

I personally believed that in my family we have experienced cultural loss. During our 
school education we learned more about the beliefs and values of whites than about 
our own coloured history or heritage (Family Profile 117). 

The types of institutions that exist in the society as a whole are not value free, but serve 
to perpetuate certain group values. They are designed for conformity in that they 
inculcate the interest of certain population groups. Since these types of racism have 
been internalised from the early stages in the form of formal and informal education 
through the process of socialisation they turn to affect each and every family member in 
their thinking, doing things and seeing what happens in every day life (Family Profile 
19). 

The above excerpts give an indication of the way in which othering and inferiorisation were 
experienced as having occurred on a mass basis through the schooling system in the 
apartheid era, where beliefs about the superiority of white values and activities were 
transmitted through the history syllabus in particular. The final excerpt above demonstrates the 
student’s awareness of the pervasiveness of the effects of cultural racism – impacting on all 
(he emphasises each and every) members of the family’s views of themselves, their 
perceptions of everyday life and their practices. This observation has been noted by theorists 
such as Frantz Fanon (1986; 1996), Steve Biko (1996) Dahlberg et al (1999) and Parpout 
(2003) who have noted that, in some instances, the words, thoughts and attitudes of colonisers 
become reflected in the practices of those who have been colonised.  

The third account above also indicates the interrelatedness of what happens at school with 
family practices, in that what is learnt at school is conveyed to other family members, in the 
same way that what is transmitted at home impacts on school practices. It also shows that the 
student is aware of the partiality of dominant views, and of how they are presented as natural, 
timeless and universal. Students thus revealed that they were aware of how the educational 
system presents knowledge in ways which attempt to get them and their family members to 
accept and validate particular forms of knowledge (those of the dominant group) rather than 
others.  

In relation to students’ and their family members’ coping strategies in the face of cultural 
racism, some students saw becoming involved in the educational system as a way of coping. 
The account below indicates how western imperialism was perceived to be difficult to fight 
against as it was seen as a globalised system. This more passive way of coping with othering 
and inferiorisation through education is similar to one discussed earlier in relation to the fifth 
option of coping with primitivisation – that of wholesale acceptance of Christianity. The family 
practice that developed and that was considered as a means of coping with educational 
disadvantages was to gather as many resources as possible to be able to educate family 
members. However, through their engagement with the education system, family members 
were liable to encounter reinforcements of cultural racism in relation to language use (English 
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and Afrikaans) and the influence of western clothing and eating patterns. The imposition of 
English and Afrikaans on students as learners is achieved by homogenisation of differences 
and the negation of the uniqueness of students’ family situations. It is also interesting to note 
that the student and her family members regarded western influence on food and clothing as a 
form of cultural racism, but accepted succumbing to it through their attendance at educational 
institutions and through their migration to urban areas: 

There was almost nothing my family could do to stand against white culture domination. 
One can say that the reason being that western culture was globalised. In dealing with 
the issue of language, we had to comply – speak English (and later) or Afrikaans. One 
of the coping skills the family utilised was to send its members to schools. Those 
working supported the scholars financially and encouraging scholars with words like 
"education is the key to success". Even those who weren't earning supported their 
relatives in many different ways including seeing to it that their educational needs are 
dealt with and helping them with their home daily duties so that they can have extra 
time to attend to their school work. 

As more members of the family were drawn in the western education system chances 
for avoiding western meals and attire were decreasing gradually. Even those family 
members who were working in Cape Town were also victims of the two issues. The 
family coped with the new system by only including itself and encouraging its members 
to join the change. Family finances and other family resources were also used in 
feeding and clothing family members (Family Profile 118). 

The above account indicates some of the different ways in which family members supported 
each other in order to educate their family members and in so doing attempt to improve their 
life circumstances. It was one of many student reports which related how family members 
sacrificed personal gain, pooling their meagre wages and assisting each other with caring 
responsibilities in order to promote other family members in, for instance, pursuing educational 
opportunities. These examples resonate with Omolade’s (1993) descriptions of how, in the 
post-slavery period in the United States, poor black women supported by black men, and with 
great personal sacrifice and struggle, determined to ensure that their children would receive 
schooling, and how they took on extra work at low pay and unpaid work in the home in order to 
do so. In her PhD study on black mothering and paid work, Tracey Reynolds (2002) found 
similar sentiments among British black working mothers. 

 

Othering and inferiorisation through religious beliefs 
In the section on primitivisation I discussed how students viewed the church and Christianity as 
stifling their own cultural rituals with regard to ancestor worship. Religion was also mentioned 
by students as a way of ‘putting people in their place’ – thereby inferiorising them and subduing 
them – as Rosie, a coloured urban woman student, relates in her account of cultural racism 
above. In referring to the biblical ‘People should subject themselves to the authorities and pay 
to them what was due to them in taxes’ as a way of keeping people submissive, she is alluding 
to many of the justifications which had religious connotations, or were directly drawn from the 
bible, and were used for the inferiorising and othering of blacks under the apartheid regime. 
Below is a rural African woman’s impression of the impact of Christianity as a form of 
subjugation that impacted on family practices on a regular weekly basis: 

The arrival of White settlers in the Cape forced our families to attend churches as they 
were made to believe in God and to read the bible. Religion was something which was 
enforced by my parents on us. We were expected to attend church every Sunday and 
to read the bible as a school book. At church we were taught to be submissive and 
obedient to those in authority (Family Profile No 1). 

This account reflects a critical perspective on white settlers who imposed the Christian religion, 
something viewed as a form of cultural racism that affected the students’ parents who then 
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transmitted it to their children through their insistence on reading the bible on a regular basis 
and attending church. The student attributes the family members’ submissive obedience to 
what they were exposed to in church; and she points out how regular bible readings and 
church attendance became normal practices for her family. 

 

Othering and inferiorisation through situations  
involving paid employment 
Owing to black women having been denied both educational and employment opportunities 
(Cock 1989; Sexwale 1994), their only recourse for acquiring resources for their families was to 
find employment in the service sector. This was stated time and again in students’ accounts of 
their family members’ life histories. The following are typical accounts: 

There were very few job opportunities for women especially married ones. One of our 
family neighbours and friends suggested my mother to go and seek a job in Cape Town 
to support her family. This was the only suggestion. She was also prepared to look for 
domestic work in white suburbs of Cape Town. She left all of us with her sister Angelina 
who was working as a cleaner in the hospital (Family Profile 118).  

We shared the shack in Crossroads. I then got the job as a domestic worker in Athlone. 
With the money I got I managed to support my children. It was a big effort for a single 
unprofessional woman but there was no other option (Family Profile 39). 

Both of these accounts indicate the students’ views and family members’ experiences of the 
lack of options, besides domestic work, which were open to black women. Barbara Omolade 
(1993) claims that in America, for nearly four hundred years, the black woman’s work has been 
that of a domestic labourer in the homes of white families. A large percentage (55%) of 
students reported that their mothers, grandmothers, aunts and sisters sought employment as 
domestic workers. According to Statistics South Africa (2003) out of a total of 11.6 million 
employed people, one million or 8.7% were domestic workers. 

The account below indicates how extensively a coloured urban woman student’s women family 
members were employed as domestic workers and were there subjected to inferiorisation 
through the employment relationship: 

I think that my family has been affected by cultural racism. As most of the women in our 
family have worked as domestic workers (chars) this could have led them to feel inferior 
to the "white" person, their "boss". So their beliefs could have been transferred to our 
family consciously or sub-consciously. My grandmother drills this statement into us, "a 
white person would always pin the garment and then tack it and then iron the garment" 
(Family Profile 23). 

The quoted statement in the account illustrates that not only was the person working as a 
domestic worker exposed to the cultural racism of denigration and inferiorisation, but also how 
other family members, to whom these beliefs were transferred, found that they too had 
internalised such notions. This had happened through the family practice of repeating the 
statement, time after time, to other family members. In this account, white people’s alleged 
abilities were idealised in the emphasis on such qualities as the care, fastidiousness and 
planning which systematically pinning, tacking and then ironing the manufactured garment 
conveys, implicitly denigrating and inferiorising the practices of the student’s family. Thus 
qualities such as industriousness, competence, ability to follow through with a process and 
being active are all ascribed to the superiorised white person, who is constructed as having 
these attributes at all times. What is not said in this quote, but is implied, is that inferior others 
such as the student and her family members would be regarded as the negative of all the 
qualities ascribed to whites, in that they would not engage in such a laborious process as first 
pinning, then tacking and then ironing the garment. They would take the quick route of just 
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sewing the garment, thus not doing a proper job. The qualities of carelessness, 
disorganisation, laziness, incompetence, impulsiveness and passivity are ascribed to the 
student’s family members via the grandmother’s internalisation of the racist values. 

The account above portrays how insidious these forms of denigration in the paid employment 
situation of domestic work were and how they infiltrated the household through stories told to 
family members, thus affecting their own self concepts. Some students viewed cultural racism 
in the employment situation as being a part of the apartheid era, implying that the situation has 
changed since the 1994 assumption of power by a democratically elected black-majority 
government. Students reported, however, that the reality is that many people still work under 
such conditions (see for example the COSATU Submission on the Domestic Workers Sectoral 
Determination Report 2001): 

My mother was working as a domestic worker, at work she had her own toilet, cup, 
cutlery and plate and she was not allowed to use her bosses’ things. There was a video 
which recorded her, everything she does and she did not feel comfortable at work 
(African rural woman student: Family Profile 76). 

This excerpt provides a good illustration of Plumwood’s (1993) concept of radical exclusion. 
We see how the distance between the boss and the domestic worker is maximised through the 
latter not being allowed to use any implements other than those set aside for (as if relegated 
to) her. We also see domination naturalised by the negative qualities implied in this process: as 
a black domestic worker one is not good enough or human enough to use the same utensils as 
the employer. The report of constant video surveillance of the student’s mother provides a 
classic example of Foucault’s (1977) argument about the effect of the panoptican, where the 
person under surveillance monitors herself, knowing that there is always the possibility of 
someone watching her and judging her every action. To be, or to think one is, under constant 
surveillance in a situation of servitude where one is expected to be cooking, cleaning and 
caring for another’s dependents was seen as daunting, as is reflected in the student’s 
assessment of her mother’s discomfort. 

The following quotes represent a common observation by students in their accounts, that 
whites have to be deferred to by being addressed as ‘master’ and ‘madam’:  

Whites were the boss and the Coloureds in those days the workers. That era was still 
called apartheid era where those lower than the whites had to address them as being 
master, madam and they were constantly reminded that they were superior, therefore 
Coloureds had to show respect or lose their jobs (coloured urban woman student: 
Family Profile 67). 

In the quote it is apparent that the boss and all the qualities he/she represented were regarded 
as important, and work such as the student’s family members engaged in was denigrated. 
Here again is an example of both Fraser’s (1997; 2000) institutional misrecognition – in the 
devaluing of the slave’s work (in Hegelian terms) and Honneth’s (1996) intersubjective 
misrecognition – internalised harm due to inferiorisation. The status implied through these 
dualisms was maintained in the relationship where it was required that whites be addressed as 
‘master’ or ‘madam’, ensuring a constant reminder that one only existed in relation to the 
master’s desires or needs. If this was not adhered to, the relationship was under threat of 
termination. Owing to the lack of resources that the denigrated other had access to, they would 
be obliged to maintain this attitude of servitude. 

The quote below provides a good example of how formalising a hierarchical relationship 
through required forms of social address which emphasised the power differentials in the 
relationship led to hostility, disrespect and, as the student reports, ‘even hatred’ for each other.  

After apartheid was enforced attitudes and behaviours changed drastically. Where there 
was friendship and mutual respect for one another, it became that of hostility and 
disrespect for one another. Where the white children and coloured children played 
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together, they now were not allowed to do so. The coloureds now had to call whites 
"baas" and "kleinbaas”37 – in the case of white children. This all resulted in negative 
attitudes, name calling, and even hatred, which in turn resulted in a lot of social 
problems (Family Profile 108). 

The need to demonstrate an attitude of deference was exacerbated for students and their 
family members in that it was not only adult whites to whom the students’ parents had to 
behave deferentially, but white children too. Thus the students’ parents were inferiorised in 
relation to all age groups of whites, which, as the last account indicates, resulted in humiliation 
particularly since, as will be seen in Chapter Six, advanced age is described as being revered 
and hierarchised in all students’ Family-in-Community Profile reports. The following account 
also gives an indication of how what should have been a reverence for someone of a greater 
age was completely discounted in a work situation. Instead family members were inferiorised 
and treated with little respect: 

…sometimes a family member came home from work upset. The seniors [in the 
workplace] come from other racial groups who regard themselves as good and powerful 
so …they do not care with whom they talk. They treat them [our elders] as stupid 
children who need to be followed every time when they do something. Young 
supervisors talk rough with people of the same age as their [own] parents (African 
female student Family Profile 58). 

In the above excerpt the student supposes that those in superior positions do not understand 
what she sees as a normative need to acknowledge the humanity of the otherised because of 
their own supreme self-confidence in their worth. The account below is another such 
illustration, this time of backgrounding and privileged irresponsibility: 

…whites viewed us [as] people with less skills and less education. The parents 
experienced humiliation and harassment at their workplaces due to the fact that they 
are black. They were made to be also the servant of their masters and even the 
children of them (Family Profile 29). 

Here, the student demonstrates the misrecognition of family members in terms of the internal 
injuries of humiliation as well as the institutional misrecognition of being harassed at their 
workplace solely due to their ascribed racial markers. The sense that students and their family 
members were viewed only as servants, available to masters and their children to provide daily 
care and to meet their every need, is conveyed in this excerpt. The student recognises how 
such an attitude was justified by the masters and their children and how it constitutes another 
form of institutional misrecognition. As I have stated previously, having to serve the master’s 
children was a doubly denigrating form of misrecognition for domestic workers, because it ran 
against the norm of reverence towards elderliness.  

In contrast to the above accounts, where family members appeared to accept what was 
expected of them in terms of inferiorisation in the waged work place, some students reported 
experiences of resistance to employers and their expectations that black workers should show 
deference in the workplace: 

[Cultural racism] mostly affected my parents especially when they were not recognised 
by whites because of just being black. The white people actually expected them to 
adore them at work, calling them baas and missus [boss and madam, terms which 
imply a strict sense of hierarchy and superiority], which my parents refused to do 
(Family Profile 93). 

Students also gave accounts of how racism affected their male family members in particular – 
their fathers’ and brothers’ experiences in their places of paid employment and how they dealt 
with them. Students described situations where men were treated as inhuman or semi-human, 
as the quote below illustrates:  

                                                  
37 Kleinbaas literally means ‘small boss’. 
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The effect of racism highly affected my cousin's family because his father was 
employed at Railways and treated badly by his fellow white workers who took him as 
somebody who was not breathing like them (Family Profile 5). 

The student’s reference to ‘somebody who was not breathing like them’ indicates that he 
perceived his uncle’s very existence to have been denied, or that he was regarded as just an 
inanimate presence. Such a perception may reflect the student and his family’s understanding 
that humanness (ubuntu) is characterised by relationality – as in the maxim umntu ngumntu 
ngabantu (a person is a person through other people), and that his father’s experiences at 
work was one where his fellow (white) workers were unwilling to establish any kind of mutually 
supportive relation with him or any other black workers. In such a context, being treated in a 
way that effectively denied one’s personhood would constitute a gross form of misrecognition.  

Coloured students also provided several examples of how their family members were 
denigrated and inferiorised in the paid workplace. The following account, from a coloured urban 
woman student, portrays how cultural racism in the form of inferiorisation is used as a 
justification for the denial of access to what the privileged, in this case whites, had access to:  

My father, especially, shared some of his experiences of racism with me. He worked in 
a car manufacturing factory where there was a tremendous amount of pressure on 
workers to produce as many cars as possible. My father was denied promotions and he 
was continually under pressure since he was given a lot of responsibility, but still he 
was denied the same pay and position as his white counterparts. He says once he 
asked a white foreman what the difference between the two of them were. His answer 
was : "I am a better person than you are". A result of [such] racism is that as a family 
we became very politicised as to what the situation in the country was. It was clear to us 
that white was the enemy and as a result one finds the older members of my family still 
harbour bitterness towards white people in general. How we coped with racism was 
through becoming aware of what was happening out there in the country and 
participating in meetings, supporting boycotts, strikes, etc. (coloured urban female 
student Family Profile 35). 

The above excerpt describes a denial of access to resources in the form of opportunities to 
improve one’s own circumstances and those of one’s family members who are dependent on 
these resources for survival. Misrecognition of the student’s father also led to the denial of 
participatory parity with his white counterparts. This excerpt is a clear indication of how 
misrecognition and maldistribution of resources work together to form a bivalent form of 
injustice, which Nancy Fraser (1997; 2000) discusses (See Chapter Three). Equal pay, fair 
labour practices and opportunities for promotion were all withheld. This was justified through 
radical exclusion, which took the form of naturalising differential negative qualities as embodied 
in the other – the difference in the white foreman’s terms is that he is a better person than the 
student’s father, one assumes because of his white skin privilege. The account is also 
interesting in that it demonstrates how these stories that were related to family members by the 
father led to the family members being able to resist racism through rejection of whites and a 
general politicisation which led to forms of collective action. This action can be seen as a way 
of regaining recognition through the kind of solidarity that Honneth (1997:32) defined as ‘that 
form of recognition through which the value of individual capabilities are (sic) strengthened’.  

Below is a rural African woman student’s account of her father’s experiences, which were 
similar to the instances of cultural racism and institutional misrecognition described above in 
that they show how, despite better qualifications than his white supervisor, the father was 
denied promotion simply because he was black: 

My father worked in a factory and his supervisor had Std 5 [Grade 7] and was white. My 
father had Std 7 [Grade 9] [but], when he wanted to be promoted he was told that he 
was black and he cannot supervise white people. He had to work under those 
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conditions and was called kaffir.38 This continued until a [trade] Union was formed and 
political organisations fought against these things (African female student Uitenhage 
Family Profile 76). 

In that the father’s inability to occupy a more senior position of responsibility was ascribed to 
his race, the process of homogenisation can be seen to be at work here, justifying domination 
and exploitation, as due to the natural inferiority of the black other. The assumption that it 
would be unthinkable for a black man to be in a position of authority over a white person 
implies that blacks, as ‘others’, are by nature suited to serve their master’s needs rather than to 
have authority over the master.39  

Some of the students’ accounts bear witness to more severe effects of othering and 
inferiorisation, where family members accept and embrace uncritically the way that they have 
been negatively construed by those in privileged positions. These accounts are further 
examples of capitulation to and interiorisation of misrecognition in the form of cultural racism, 
both of which are responses to primitivisation: 

My family are part of the majority of oppressed people in our country. They were taught 
that everything white was good and all that is black was bad. They were taught to think 
like whites and in doing this they oppressed themselves (Family Profile 32). 

Racism was also the primary means by which we have been forced to perpetuate and 
"agree" to our own oppression. It has been a major factor which prevented us from 
realising and putting into action the intelligence and power which we possess (Family 
Profile 92). 

… racism gave rise to patterns which caused our family to mistrust their own thinking. 
Even when they had the confidence they were prevented from putting their thinking into 
action because they did not have the power and were too afraid to do so. Because 
white people were in control and had all the power our family were undermined and 
they therefore had to believe that what the white people do and say was right although 
they sometimes did not agree with it. They also brought up their children with the beliefs 
and values of the whites (Family Profile 92). 

Because we are a backward and illiterate family, some of the family members have 
feelings of inferiority when they compare their situation with that of white people. 
Secondly they don't feel comfortable when they are among people who are having high 
status and respected. They view themselves as complete failures in life (Family Profile 
14). 

All the above quotes indicate how powerful cultural racism is perceived to be by students: it is 
regarded as being responsible for people’s collusion in their own oppression, leading them to 
give up their own beliefs and coercing them into believing that white thought and action was to 
be followed, even though they did not identify with it. Lisa Parpout (2003) has reflected on 
similar experiences in her own Native American community in relation to the internalisation of a 
sense of being racially and culturally deficient and subhuman, through western definitions of 
what she terms ‘abject otherness’. These internalised western discursive practices, she points 
out, are then used for self-definition and actively reproduced by those who have been 
objectified and otherised, and who apply them not only to themselves but to their own kin and 
community members. The pain and social problems which result from such internalised 
oppression, according to Parpout (2003), are denied expression and validation in the dominant 
culture, and thus result in anger turned inwards, which is manifest as depression, substance 
abuse or anger against close kin expressed in the form of domestic violence.  

                                                  
38 A racist form of abuse directed towards African people in South Africa. 
39 After 1948 a great deal of legislation was enacted to improve the working conditions and socio-economic positions 
of white workers and discriminate against and coerce blacks into positions of cheap and servile contract labour 
(Terreblanche 2003).  
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The last of the above four quotes also provides a disturbing example of how profoundly 
inferiority was interiorised by the student, who subscribed to ideas advanced by the three forms 
of cultural racism which I explained in the introduction to Part Two, the section on the empirical 
chapters. Her description of herself and her family members as being ‘backward’ indicates an 
interiorisation of primitivisation, ‘complete failures in life’ an interiorisation of inferiorisation and 
attributing respect to those who have high status an interiorisation of otherness. There were, 
however, other instances where students reported various forms of resistance to these 
pernicious effects of cultural racism with their acts of resistance in turn being played out in their 
family practices. The next section deals with how the negative effects of cultural racism were 
more pronounced for the older than the younger generation in students’ accounts. 

 
 
 

Generational issues in dealing with othering and 
inferiorisation  

Many of the family members looked at the "whites" as the superior race. They [family 
members] were only good enough to be "chars" and "garden boys". Due to this 
emotional damage, negative attitudes were adopted toward the so-called "white" 
people. Since I am part of a completely new generation, I am more liberal and I am 
trying to educate myself about the beliefs and values of others (Family Profile 23).  

My parents come from a previous generation and they were products of the early days 
when racist machinery was invented by the apartheid regime. Due to my parents’ lack 
of formal education, they inherited a mentality of virtual "slave loyal to his/her master". 
Consequently, white culture had a profound psychological advantage over people, 
especially conscientious thinkers. Our parents did everything in their power to 
pronounce and teach English words and sentences in a manner which would sound as 
"white" as possible. English was considered a preferential language and Afrikaans was 
considered as a vulgar symbol of apartheid. They believed that English was better than 
Afrikaans and taught the children English. This belief would often cause conflict in the 
greater family circles, and in the neighbourhood because we could not understand a 
word of Afrikaans until we were taught Afrikaans at school. Parents often tried to 
encourage their children to acquire social behaviour considered to be "white" while they 
themselves lamented their lot as semi-skilled or unskilled workers. They thought that 
physical appearance – straight hair, fair skins, proper accents- would secure certain 
jobs. Many older non-white educators strived to cultivate an appreciation for the white 
civilisation. This meant that young children became accustomed to the notions that 
Caucasian features were a symbol of social status. The views of my parents were 
conservative and they were very set in their ways as they had to learn to accept the 
supremacy of whites and tried to subdue the militant generation of young people who, 
by virtue of their slightly more privileged position of formal education, had learned to 
develop the capacity to think objectively and debate the injustices of apartheid (Family 
Profile 77). 

The above excerpts, written by urban coloured women students, and Rosie’s story at the 
beginning of this section indicate the differential generational responses to cultural racism. The 
students’ generation is shown in the accounts to be more critically aware of cultural racism 
than their parents’ generation and therefore less susceptible to succumbing to their own 
inferiorisation and subjugation.  

The first account shows again how cultural racism worked through whites’ privileged 
irresponsibility and the backgrounding by whites of their dependence upon people servicing 
their needs. The reference to students’ family members only being good enough to be ‘garden 
boys’, a common term of misrecognition or denigration which whites used for black adult males 
who were employed as gardeners, and ‘chars’ or domestic workers, provides an example of 
the privileged irresponsibility which affected students’ family members.  
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The second account is a good illustration of binarism, where all attributes and values of the 
privileged are eulogised and emulated and associations with black or otherwise otherised 
values and activities are avoided. For some coloured students’ families, English was preferable 
as a medium of communication in that it was perceived as the language associated with 
middle-class white privileges. Parents were diffident in relation to white supremacy and had 
suffered by having to engage in hard physical labour. Consequently, they were determined to 
protect their children from such hardships and provide them with escape routes from their 
subjugation. They tried to do so by exposing them to as many as possible of the practices 
associated with the privileged, and by inculcating in them a reverence for the imputed attributes 
of the privileged. These intentions on parents’ part were, however, not always unconditionally 
welcomed by the younger generation, as they led to situations of discomfort for them: they 
were unable, for example, to communicate with extended family members and neighbours as 
they were not proficient in Afrikaans. Parents’ adulation and emulation of white practices and 
attributes were also the subject of critical scrutiny by students who represented the younger 
generation. It is likely that this critical orientation was a product of the changing socio-political 
environment as well as of the students’ exposure to higher education.  

Many students mention their grandparents’ reactions to inferiorisation as being the most 
pronounced of all the generations, as the following urban coloured woman student’s account 
illustrates: 

Because of all the racism my family regarded themselves as inferior to the whites. My 
grandmother would for instance never enter a white person's home through the front 
door. She would never allow a white kid to play with her kids and she would never 
address a white person by his or her first name.40 My parents told me that as they were 
growing up the white children in the area were taught to stay away from a coloured or 
black kid and they were taught that a coloured person is inferior in the eyes of the 
creator believing that coloured people are animals and not human (Family Profile 117). 

The above example illustrates how inferiorisation is facilitated through hyperseparation or 
radical exclusion on both a psychological and physical level between people who were 
assigned different racial categorisation. Lack of contact between African, coloured and white 
children was further exacerbated by the Group Areas Act No. 36 of 1966, which separated 
population categories by declaring certain areas African, coloured, Indian or white, and forcibly 
removing those who were occupying land or houses in the areas designated as white areas. 
This will be dealt with in greater detail in the following chapter on institutional racism. 

The othering and inferiorisation of black people as animals and non-humans is most pervasive 
in discussions referring to the older generation, probably because apartheid policies were less 
severe during students’ lifetimes. In the account below it is the grandfather who feels 
uncomfortable with associations with whites, rather than the mother and aunt who were 
comfortable about it and were confident enough (had their pride) to withstand criticism about 
these associations: 

Socialising with whites led to problems with people within my grandfather's community. 
They remarked that my mother and aunt associated with whites because they too 
wanted to be white and that they were too ashamed of being non-white. Socialising with 
whites didn't bother my mother and aunt as they were their friends and it didn't matter 
what people remarked. They had their pride (coloured urban female student Family 
Profile 4). 

But students’ accounts also show that it is the older generation that engaged in reconstituting 
subjectivities and comforting family members, encouraging and giving advice as to how to 

                                                  
40 Not addressing somebody by their name, but as mother, father, auntie, uncle, sister, brother and the linguistic 
equivalents of these terms in various languages, is viewed as a sign of respect still in most black households – 
including African, coloured and Indian households. Another sign of respect is referring to someone regarded as 
superior in the third person e.g. ‘What would madam like me to do now?’ 
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proceed in the face of cultural racism. Also, by alerting family members to the plight of other 
families which were experiencing similar problems, members of the older generation were able 
to develop a collective consciousness of discrimination. By engaging with younger family 
members in this constructive and reconstructive manner, the older generation was able to 
provide hope to family members about the possibility of a different and better future, as the 
following accounts demonstrate: 

Family members are coping satisfactorily helping each other to deal with these types of 
racism which have robbed the Africans of their rights. My grandmother used to 
encourage uncle, saying that he must be patient and he had to wait for bad and good 
things to happen. He had to be patient in the face of difficulties and wait for the day that 
he will get freedom. She also used to encourage other family members, telling them we 
are not the first family which is underdeveloped and illiterate, there are also other 
families. Grandmother as the elder and experienced person is the one who always 
encouraged all family members, saying that one day things would change. All people 
will be equal, there won't be people exercising supreme power over others, using other 
people as slaves (Family Profile 14). 

The colour of one’s skin determined the kind of job one should get and money also. To 
cope with this situation elder family members tried to convince the young ones to 
believe that we are only deprived of our right otherwise we were better than white. 
These kinds of positive reinforcement made family members cope with the situation 
(Family Profile 28). 

In this subsection on inferiorisation and othering, I have attempted to show how these two 
forms of cultural racism are characterised and how they manifest in different situations and 
among differently situated people in the students’ accounts. I have also examined students’ 
descriptions of their own and their family members’ responses to inferiorisation and othering. 
These responses took one of two forms: resistance to cultural racism, or embracing it through 
interiorisation of being ‘less than’ and ‘other’. The characteristics, manifestations and 
responses to inferiorisation and othering were described in various contexts – those of 
education, religion and the labour market – and by differently situated people. Students 
identified the susceptibility of the older generation to capitulation to ideas of inferiorisation and 
othering, and the resilience of some of the younger generation in interrogating these forms of 
cultural racism. Older people were also identified as being the repairers of broken hopes and 
healers of negative ideas about people’s selves. 

The students’ accounts of their own stance towards cultural racism provides some hope for the 
future, in that it appears possible for some students to engage critically with cultural racism and 
to examine or interrogate the logic which underpins it. This could enable them to respond from 
a less defensive and more open and equal position to those who are perceived as different 
from the self, thus making participatory parity from a cultural point of view more of a possibility 
than it has been in the past. Inferiorisation and its antithesis, superiorisation, can thus be 
reflected upon and engaged with critically, and this has the potential to affect the manner in 
which people are able to relate to each other.  

In the next section, I discuss students’ accounts of cultural racism relating to familist 
assumptions of the universality of the nuclear family and the impact this has had upon family 
practices.  

 

Familism as cultural racism 
Some students identified familism, or the assumption that the nuclear family is the norm, as a 
form of cultural racism. This meant that they considered familism to be a transmission of the 
superiority of white beliefs, as in Dominelli’s (1991a) description of cultural racism (used in the 
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Family-in-Community Profile). This is evident in the following student’s perception of cultural 
racism: 

Cultural racism tended to dominate in my family because they tended to see something 
not of their [own] origin as progressive steps towards civilisation and believed more in 
white values and their supremacy. This cultural racism cannot be divorced from the 
South African history in that the civilisation was brought to indigenous people in such a 
way that it distorted reality and people were discouraged to value their culture and 
customs. The question of the extended family is not recognised as well, but the nuclear 
family is the issue that is being stressed and encouraged. (Family Profile 19). 

This student’s account does not elaborate upon how the nuclear family is recognised as the 
norm or on what implications this had for her family. Yet the student clearly sees the 
assumption that the nuclear family is normal as a form of cultural racism.  

A more expansive and illuminating account of how familism impacted upon an African, male 
and highly politicised student from Upington,41 and on his family members, is given in the 
account below.  

The State's definition of the family assumes a nuclear family form. The reality with 
African families is that there exists mostly extended, single parent and women headed 
families. We basically grew up within the parameters of an extended family, although 
my mother tried with every move to display nuclear family traits. Coming from a large 
family, my mother knew the advantages and disadvantages thereof. She certainly did 
not want a large family for herself after having been bombarded with government 
propaganda about the advantages of small, nuclear family. Black women were 
especially targeted and encouraged to use contraceptives, at that time, without the 
consent and knowledge of their husbands and boyfriends, says my mom. 

My mother used contraceptives to ensure that she maintained a small family. 
Contraception was not a term that people freely used then, and African men saw it as 
an insult to their manhood and tradition. It was met with the abhorrence and scorn that it 
so much deserved. Africans certainly believed that it was a government campaign to 
keep our numbers down and to eventually kill each and every African. After the 1976 
uprisings42 the issue became a heavily political matter, and liberation movements 
sloganeered that "for every comrade killed by the state ten others have to be born the 
following day". Women seen by comrades going to the clinic for contraception were 
exposed and severely punished. 

Racist fears about Black people's fertility led to birth control, sterilisation and abortions 
being forced upon Black women. As hooks 1984 in Dominelli 1991 states rightfully, that 
Black women find their families a source of strength in fighting racism, for family support 
networks often enable them to resist the daily onslaught of racism in their lives. For 
them, the family is a site of both oppression and resistance. Most women in the 
townships joined the comrades in fighting the State and all its initiatives aimed at 
attacking and insulting Blacks (Family Profile 9). 

Here, the student explains how his mother was influenced by the state’s call for black families 
to regulate their size according to their means, while white women were urged to have bigger 
families to protect the citizenry from what the state propaganda described as the ‘communist 
threat’.43  Here the student is referring to the apartheid government’s population policy 
developed in 1974, which explicitly aimed to decrease the black and increase the white 
population. This was achieved by creating tax incentives for larger white families, and by 
providing an extensive system of family planning services at clinics and in factories, offering 

                                                  
41 A town in the Northern Cape Province on the Orange River and close to the Namibian border. 
42 This was referred to earlier in the text and was a significant point in the resistance of youth to the apartheid regime, 
when Sowetan school children protested against having Afrikaans as a compulsory medium of instruction in schools. 
Their resistance was met with brute force from the South African state and resulted in many fatalities, injuries and 
arrests. It also sparked off school and labour boycotts in other parts of the country, such as the Western Cape. 
43 The ‘communist threat’ was actually local resistance and uprising orchestrated by organisations affiliated to the 
liberation movement such as the United Democratic Front (UDF), the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan 
African Congress (PAC) and their various splinter organisations. 
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free contraception to black women in rural and urban areas (Baldwin-Ragaven et al. 1999). 
Although the state propaganda was seen as detrimental to black family life, and is dismissed 
by the student as being abhorrent and deserving of scorn, he describes in a sympathetic way 
his mother’s dilemma of upholding the state’s design for black women in her own desire to 
have a smaller family because of her previous experience of growing up in a larger family.44  

The student also refers to the reaction of comrades in the liberation movement regarding 
women seeking contraception, raising ethical questions about the right of black women to 
pursue their own destiny with regard to the highly politicised issue of contraception. The 
student argues that abortions were ‘forced upon Black women’. But he fails to point out that 
that was not through formal coercion, since prior to the new dispensation in 1994, where 
abortions became a legal possibility, abortion was not a legal option for women who did not 
have access to medical practitioners to bend the laws. Many black women, nonetheless, felt 
coerced by circumstances and underwent illegal ‘back street’ abortions, subsequently ending 
up in hospitals when haemorrhaging after these attempts by themselves or by others to end 
the unwanted pregnancies (Sachs 1990). The apartheid government did, however, embark on 
a mass campaign to surgically sterilise black women, often without providing knowledge of the 
permanence of this procedure, as for example when women gave birth they would be sterilised 
without their permission or knowledge (Cock 1989; Baldwin-Ragaven 1999).  

The student makes reference to the fact that the apartheid state’s campaign to limit the size of 
black families and increase that of white families had an important impact on how 
contraception was viewed by black women. This is important knowledge for social workers in 
dealing with these practices in relation to clients. Yet it is not a topic which has been addressed 
in traditional social work texts on ‘the family’. Furthermore, the reaction of organisations in the 
liberation movement, as described above, is also not mentioned in those traditional texts used 
in South Africa. Yet it is evident from the accounts above that both the state’s intentions and 
the responses by family members and ‘comrades’ in the community had profound implications 
for family members and their interactions and family practices.  

A third example of how a student conceptualised familism and its negative effects was in 
relation to permission for leave of absence from work to attend life course ceremonies or 
rituals. Being refused permission to attend such events was construed by the student as an 
example of a familist attitude on employers’ parts. Such familism manifested, students 
suggested, in employers’ denial of the significance of extended family membership for African 
students and their family members. The account also indicates primitivisation at work in the 
devaluation of ‘black culture’ and ‘traditional ceremonies’ by the white employer: 

Whites who were employers didn't see the black culture as valued. For example, my 
father was not allowed to be absent at work because of traditional ceremonies of his 
family like circumcision, wedding or funeral. He was only allowed to be absent at work 
when this was within nuclear family. Whites didn't consider the fact that Xhosa have 
extended family relationships whereby every member must be there for the ceremony 
(Family Profile 97). 

In considering the normalisation of the nuclear family, it is of interest to consider the actual 
numbers of students who identified themselves as living in nuclear families. This is shown in 
the chart below: 

 

 

                                                  
44 Many black women did want contraception, but were offered no choice in the type of contraception offered, with the 
injectable hormone Depo Provera being the most commonly prescribed form (70-80%) (Baldwin-Ragaven et al. 
1999:32). 



 86

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1 Students’ descriptions of their own family type 

 

As Figure 4.1 above indicates, 54% of students identified their families as being extended and 
43% of them described their families as nuclear. Two percent of students did not specify which 
family type applied to their circumstances. In a further breakdown of race in relation to family 
type, it becomes evident that a much higher proportion of African – 68% (43 out of 63 ) than 
coloured students – 40% (21 out of 53) regarded their families as being extended rather than 
nuclear, as Figure 4.2 indicates: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2   Cross tabulation of ‘race’ of student with identified family type 

 

After considering manifestations, as recorded in students’ accounts, of the three different types 
of cultural racism, that I identified as being significant for students in constructing their Family-
in-Community Profiles, namely primitivisation, inferiorisation and othering and familism, I now 
consider how useful the concept of cultural racism has actually been for students in identifying 
forms of misrecognition or devaluation of themselves or their family members as human 
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beings. I do this in order to address questions about the usefulness of my approach in 
redesigning the Family-in-Community Profile exercise for the social work curriculum.  

 

How useful was the concept of cultural racism? 
I have identified how distinct forms of cultural racism which asserted the superiority of white 
beliefs and practices affected students and their family members. Evidence of the concept of 
cultural racism as a form of misrecognition has surfaced in students’ descriptions of 
themselves and their family members as having been devalued by primitivising, inferiorising 
and othering. This evidence of misrecognition has also shown that students and their family 
members have in some instances internalised these denigrating constructions of themselves, 
though in other cases they have been able to remain critical of such constructions. 
Furthermore, students’ accounts have illustrated the way in which being denied respect 
through cultural racism has prevented them from being able to fully and equally participate in 
social interaction, which is what Fraser (1997; 2000) refers to as participatory parity.  

In being encouraged to consider how they and their family members were affected by cultural 
racism, students were provided with the intellectual space to give recognition and value to what 
they understood to be their own cultural practices. This process of reflection and expression, in 
itself, can be considered an important means of reversing the devaluing effects of cultural 
racism on their own constructs of cultural practices. Furthermore, it allowed them to express 
their anger and dissatisfaction at the manner in which what they perceived to be authentic 
cultural practices have apparently been subjugated by colonial and apartheid discourses 
through direct suppression of particular activities or indirect displacement of such practices 
through overt or covert forms of disapproval.  

 

Critiques of the concept of cultural racism 
However, the concept of cultural racism as it was presented by Lena Dominelli (1991a) and 
applied in the Family-in-Community Profile assignment guidelines, can, in retrospect, have a 
number of critiques levelled at it in terms of how students understood and represented what 
had happened to their families and the resultant consequences for family practices.  

  

Regarding culture as insulated and bounded 
Culture, as a concept, has been contested in the social sciences, and particularly in social 
work, with many meanings having been ascribed to it. It was only after the start of the twentieth 
century that it was seen as separate from race in terms of representing people’s defining 
characteristics. After this period it was mainly those cultures which were regarded as ‘other’ 
and exoticised that were considered worthy of dedicated study as ‘cultural wholes’, at least 
until recently (Yuval-Davis 1997). In asserting their own distinctive cultural identity, students 
assumed a naturalisation of the boundedness of culture – in their view, as reflected in many 
accounts quoted earlier, one is either Western or African. While this may be useful for the 
purposes of resisting the hegemony of colonial discourse, it can also have the effect of creating 
more binarisms through essentialising the characteristics of people and the activities ascribed 
to members of such constructed socio-cultural categories. It may also lead to an inability to 
view culture as dynamic and shifting. Furthermore, in asserting the authenticity of cultural 
practices, culture is reified and can become essentialised as something which truly represents 
‘africanness’ or ‘colouredness’.  
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In various instances, these two identified ‘cultures’ are portrayed in students’ accounts as 
distinct, coherent and homogeneous, reflecting a view of cultures as static, reified entities 
which, as Seyla Benhabib (1995:240) has articulated it, are presented as ‘hermetic and sealed 
wholes’ with internal contradictions being ‘flattened out’. From such a perspective the 
contestedness of cultural practices cannot be raised, nor can one deal with possible resistance 
to dominant cultural ideas from those assumed to be within. Having adopted such a 
perspective may have led students to what appears as an unquestioned acceptance of what 
they regarded as authentically ‘black’ or ‘African’, or ‘coloured’ cultural practices, without their 
being able to deal clearly with internal differences and critically with ideas about the possible 
hybridisation of these cultures. Val Plumwood (1993:62) refers to this process of authenticising 
and essentialising culture as a way of revalorising it when it has been denigrated as ‘uncritical 
reversal’. The problem, she points out, resides in the reversal of homogenisation – reflecting a 
failure to recognise culture as plural, socially constructed and infused with power relations. 

It is not only the students’ cultures – those that they recognise as having been otherised and 
inferiorised – that they regarded in this homogenised and essentialised way. White (or 
Western) culture too, at least from the perspective they took from Dominelli’s (1991a) definition 
of cultural racism, came to be seen as congruent and unitary in its universal hegemony. The 
idea that white culture could consist of differing perspectives and be subject to internal 
contradictions is occluded by Dominelli’s (1991a) description of cultural racism. The 
boundedness through which the Dominelli version of cultural racism encouraged students to 
view what had happened to their families, did not encourage a nuanced view of their various 
situations. In retrospect then, Dominelli’s notion of cultural racism, as presented in the Family-
in-Community Profile guidelines, can be seen as insufficiently dynamic to encompass the 
complexities and heterogeneity of situations regarded as ‘culture’. 

  

Romanticising culture 
In a few students’ accounts black culture was both universalised and romanticised as, for 
example, in the claim that the desire for freedom is implicit in black culture, and has always 
been so, rather than that it is a reaction to subjugation and deprivation of rights and resources, 
and existing in relation to whites, who were in positions of privilege. Another example of 
romanticisation appears where students represented African culture as one that regards 
people as equals. In the light of the gender and generational hierarchies which occur in many 
African familial and cultural practices, claims regarding such equality could be regarded as a 
form of romanticisation.  

The romanticisation of African culture as authentic or the ‘real’ culture has the potential to 
prevent a sense of resistance to cultural dogma, in that the practices are regarded as either 
‘right’ or ‘natural’ and therefore ‘good’ and desirable. As Martha Nussbaum (1995) has pointed 
out, certain traditional cultural practices have the potential to pose obstacles to women’s health 
and flourishing. Romanticisation of what students identify to be ‘authentic African culture’, may 
thus serve to prevent a critical analysis of how categories such as gender and generation are 
constructed in their particular situations and of the perceived justice of such constructions. For 
example, women and children may, in some African households, be constituted as subjects 
less important and worthy of support and education and it may be less acceptable for them 
than for men and elderly men (in particular) and women to participate in decision-making in 
both private and public realms, a point I elaborate upon in Chapter Six. By valorising African 
culture unconditionally, people close down the possibility of critically examining how vulnerable 
categories of people, such as women and children, are positioned. In other words, how certain 
categories of people are privileged within this bounded and romanticised notion of ‘African 
culture’, while others are marginalised and disqualified, remains unproblematised .  

 



 89

Identifying cultural racism as a ‘white/black’ issue 
Both coloured and African students wrote of their experiences of how Africans were regarded 
as inferior and less than human by coloureds. Dominelli’s (1991a) definition of cultural racism 
as the domination of white beliefs is problematic in that it does not account for forms of cultural 
racism which do not involve whites but were encouraged by the apartheid regime in its 
hierarchising of racial categories, with those marked African being regarded as the most 
underdeveloped, followed by those marked as coloured and Indian people, and those marked 
as white having the status of being ‘civilised’. 

Dominelli’s (1991a) definition of cultural racism as adopted in the Family-in-Community Profile 
assignment thus does not adequately address the differential experiences of people 
categorised as African and coloured, but starkly posits cultural racism as an unambiguous 
black/white issue – a dualist opposition. While racist beliefs may indeed be based on notions 
and processes of inferiority, othering and primitivisation (black) and superiority, normality and 
civilisation (white), the differential effects on different categories of especially subjugated 
people need to be acknowledged and the concept of cultural racism, if it is to be maintained, 
should include provision for these nuances. 

Valuable insights from applying the concept of cultural 
racism 
Although I have raised a number of potential pitfalls in Dominelli’s (1991a) notion of cultural 
racism as it was presented in the Family-in-Community Profile document, the students’ 
accounts in relation to cultural racism have provided valuable insights into what should be 
regarded as important in family practices for social workers, as I will now elaborate. 

 

Feelings of vulnerability in relation to performing cultural rituals in hostile 
localities 
Students reported that being unable to perform rituals to mark important life events and 
significant occurrences in their family members’ lives had had major consequences for family 
members. In some instances, students described how they managed, under difficult 
circumstances, to maintain these practices through being clandestine about them or performing 
them during times of leave from paid employment, when family members returned to rural sites 
from urban areas. What emerged clearly from student accounts was the importance they 
attached to performing these cultural rituals. Students’ accounts also gave strong indications of 
the implication of performing what were understood to be cultural rituals for their abilities to 
cope with what they would experience as trauma and misfortune in their lives. If prevented 
from practising these rituals, for example, they might, they said, be unable to act to ameliorate 
situations seen to be problematic in their lives. This in turn had important consequences for 
other family members too. 

 

A sense of shame and loss in relation to cultural heritage 
Students’ describe how the way in which cultural racism primitivised their beliefs led to feelings 
of shame and secrecy in relation to cultural practices. This had implications for the willingness 
that family members felt in revealing desired practices relating to healing to professionals such 
as social workers, as they felt that there would be professional disapproval of such practices, 
particularly with regard to white social work practitioners and black clients. 
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Christianity’s implication in the primitivisation of cultural rituals  
Students were critical in their accounts of the church’s disapproval of ‘traditional’ cultural 
rituals, and perceived Christianity as being implicated in the primitivisation of African culture. 
This less than benevolent view of Christianity and the church in relation to student family 
practices may be surprising for social work educators, as it is conventionally assumed that 
Christianity has been helpful in relation to family practices. Students’ accounts’ also testified to 
how they perceived the church’s role as pernicious in relation to the acquiescence of people to 
their own subjugation (see Rosie’s story for example), and in relation to people’s feelings of 
inferiority to other (dominant) groups. The fact that there were different churches for different 
categories of people indicates the entrenchment of apartheid ideology in the church.  

 

Primitivisation and inferiorisation in situations of paid employment 
In their positions of subservience in paid employment situations, students’ family members 
were disallowed from practising what they referred to as traditional cultural rituals. This had 
major implications for both the family member affected by such prejudice and for the other 
members who were reliant on the monetary and other resources gained from such paid 
employment. Furthermore, the denigration of family members in their paid employment as 
domestic workers, for example, had repercussions not only for the person directly employed in 
terms of their views of themselves as inferior relative to their employers, but for members of 
their families too, who were also trained to regard themselves and their family practices as 
inferior. This pervasive sense of inferiority and otherness needs to be given adequate attention 
and coverage when considering family practices in South Africa from the perspective of both 
the education of social workers and social work intervention at a micro or a macro level. In 
considering the characterisitics of inferiorisation and othering, namely backgrounding or 
privileged irresponsibility, radical exclusion, incorporation, instrumentalisation, and 
homogenisation, we need to consider steps to take in order to dismantle these for people who 
have had to endure them. The interiorisation of the forms of othering and inferiorisation which 
students’ accounts revealed was indicative of some students and members of their families, 
particularly the older generation, having either wholly or partially accepted the denigrated 
qualities ascribed to their practices and values. What has also come through strongly is how 
othering of students’ mothers, grandmothers and other female relatives has led to privileged 
irresponsibility in care provision. Students’ mothers, aunts and grandmothers took care of 
people in households other than their own, and for minimal wages, while their own children had 
no access to them (le Roux 1995). The assumption that it is the biological mother who takes 
care of the child, as many social work texts and policies assume, can therefore be seen to be 
an erroneous one, and cognisance must be taken of this for the social work curriculum and for 
social work practice. 

 

The role of education in cultural racism 
Student accounts in the Family-in-Community Profiles alert the reader to the importance of 
educational institutions in the transmission of inferiorisation and othering, but also in the 
development of resistance to these forms of racism. The danger of focusing specifically on the 
family as a bounded unit and not considering the effects of institutions such as schools and 
universities on family members is evident in the students’ accounts which give testimony to the 
ways in which such institutions impacted upon family practices and family members’ lives. For 
example, the student boycotts and similar acts of defiance and resistance against the 
educational propaganda of the apartheid regime had a major impact upon young people and 
their future employability in the paid employment market, in that they did not complete their 
secondary schooling, or had years of interrupted schooling. These boycotts and the 
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accompanying education of resistance to apartheid propaganda also changed the mindsets of 
the younger generation in relation to their own subjugation and that of their families and 
communities, as student accounts testify.  

 

Familism as a form of cultural racism 
It is significant that certain students regarded familism as a form of cultural racism. The 
politicisation of family issues in South Africa was seen by many students as a mode of familism. 
As I have elaborated upon in Chapter Two, traditional social work texts are based upon familist 
assumptions. The students’ accounts confirm that the assumption that the nuclear family is the 
normative model which should be followed had a range of negative effects on family members. 
These effects include the following: 

 

• Devaluation of cultural practices; 

• Encouragement for whites to have large families and blacks to limit the size of their 
family; 

• Forced contraception for black women workers; 

• Sterilisation of black women without their consent; 

• Dangerous and illegal ‘backstreet’ abortions detrimental to black women’s health and 
survival; 

• A negative self-conception for black women in relation to the form of their families; 

• The targeting and punishment of women who went to clinics for contraception by 
‘comrades’ in the liberation movements; and 

• Denial by employers of leave to attend important extended family ceremonies such as 
funerals, weddings and circumcision. 

 

In my review of students’ accounts in this chapter, there are indications that some students and 
their family members interiorised and embraced the denigration of their values and practices. 
This indicates the power of dominant discourses in the making of docile subjects. By contrast, 
other students demonstrated in their accounts an ability to resist these degradations. The latter 
group of students’ accounts thus demonstrate that they have a critical awareness about how 
they and their family members have been unfairly treated, and how being misrecognised has 
impacted upon family practices, influencing what they felt they could and could not do. Naming 
and identifying white cultural practices as problematic is an important step in being able to 
question and thus challenge the authority of what they perceive to be white norms as well as in 
politically contesting these norms and asserting their own norms as valuable. In this way they 
are able to make a contribution towards regaining recognition for their own worth as human 
beings and that of their family members. It means that they are on the way to developing what 
Allen (1998:91) has referred to as a ‘black scepticality’, which he talks about in relation to 
higher education, but which in this case could be seen in relation to conceptions of ‘the’ family 
and family practices. He defines it thus: 

Black scepticality interrogates the legitimacy of institutional knowledge claims in the 
light of one’s own lived reality. It can be viewed as the partial unmasking of eurocentric 
and racist ideologies, subtle and unsubtle, ingrained in higher educational structures 
(Allen 1998:91). 
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CHAPTER  5 

THE EFFECT OF INSTITUTIONAL RACISM  
ON STUDENT FAMILY CIRCUMSTANCES:  
A HUMAN CAPABILITIES PERSPECTIVE 

 

My decision to use Nussbaum’s (1995; 2000) list of human capabilities as a framework for 
presenting data from student accounts of institutional racism was reached on the basis of 
multiple readings of these accounts combined with an Nvivo computer-generated thematic 
analysis. This framework allows the reader to ascertain both the effects of and the responses 
to institutional racism.  

Accordingly, the major questions this chapter seeks to address are the following:  
 

• How did students perceive institutional racism to have affected them and their family 
members and how did they respond to this form of racism? 

• According to students’ accounts, what did institutional racism allow them to do and be 
and prevent them from doing and being? In other words, how did students see 
themselves and their family members faring in terms of flourishing as human beings in 
the context of institutional racism? 

 

Institutional Racism  
Institutional racism is a term first coined in 1967 by American Black Power activist Stokely 
Carmichael. As already indicated, Lena Dominelli (1988; 1991a) has defined institutional 
racism as routines that rely upon public authority to ration resources and power in order to 
exclude people designated as belonging to racially inferior categories. In apartheid South 
Africa, rationing resources and power to achieve social exclusion was an overarching practice 
achieved through formally legitimated state policies. It was on the basis of racial markers, more 
than any other form of categorisation, that people were deliberately excluded from access to 
resources, in ways largely outside their control. This meant that the social markers of race and 
class were closely linked in that it was possible to read off a person’s economic position or 
rights of access to resources from the racialised category to which they were assigned.45 

Institutional racism has been a powerful means of excluding from resources and power any 
person not categorised or marked as white in South Africa. However, those differentially marked 
as black were also discriminated against differentially, with Africans facing more extreme forms of 
exclusion than those marked as coloured or Indian. In apartheid South Africa, from 1948 to 1994, 
racialised exclusion from resources and power was intentional and legislated, not unwitting as it 
may have been in other countries. However, racialised exclusion did not begin with apartheid. 
The dispossession of land which led to rural people being unable to survive and being forced to 
leave rural areas and work as cheap labour for minimal wages began three hundred years prior 
to apartheid (Sachs 1990; Bond 1999;Terreblanche 2003). Denial of access to markets, 
infrastructure and education to those marked as black was part of this process, and began well 

                                                  
45 See Introduction for further discussion of this. 
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before the institution of the apartheid state: it was merely intensified under the apartheid regime 
(Wilson and Ramphele 1989; Taylor Committee 2002; Zegeye and Maxted 2003).  

In contrast to other societies, in which it is ‘minority groups’ who are referred to as being racially 
discriminated against, in South Africa it was the majority that was excluded from access to 
services and resources (Khumalo 2003). This has now formally changed with an attempt on the 
part of the state, since 1994, to redistribute resources and provide access to basic facilities to 
those who had been previously excluded. But apartheid’s legacy remains, with the majority of the 
black population still being excluded from access to resources such as adequate educational 
opportunities, employment, housing, land and social security (Bond 2000; Aliber 2001; May 
2000; van der Berg 2001; Terreblanche 2003). Reasons for this continued exclusion have their 
roots in the watering down of the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), a core 
post-apartheid state policy which sought to redress previous exclusions through providing for 
basic needs (African National Congress 1994).  

In the RDP White Paper, in 1994, the newly elected African National Congress (ANC) 
government committed itself to creating employment for all citizens at a living wage, alleviating 
poverty and inequality, meeting basic needs and ensuring that every citizen enjoyed a decent 
standard of living and economic security (African National Congress 1994). But these 
commitments were not immediately delivered upon. Rather, as if following the dictates of the 
International Monetary Fund to construct a Structural Adjustment Programme, the new ANC 
government introduced a growth-oriented macro-economic Growth, Employment and 
Redistribution (GEAR) programme that for all intents and purposes, submerged the RDP. GEAR 
encouraged fiscal discipline on the part of the state, and, at least rhetorically, relied on the ‘trickle 
down effect’ to redistribute societal resources more equitably between the rich and poor. This 
trickle down effect has not been successful, which is evident from the growing rate of 
unemployment and poverty in the country. During the period 1999-2002, there was a substantial 
increase in poverty in South Africa – by about 4 million black people (Khumalo 2003; Meth and 
Dias 2003). South Africa’s current poverty rate is 45%, with 18 million of the total population of 45 
million people living below the poverty datum line (Taylor Committee 2002).  

The human capabilities approach sees vulnerability not merely as a lack of resources which 
poverty statistics tend to reveal, but in how people are prevented from converting these 
resources to desired ends. I now turn to this approach which I use to examine how institutional 
racism, as an instance of exclusion from resources and power, impacted upon students and their 
family members. The full list of human capabilities drawn up by Nussbaum (1995; 2000) appears 
in Chapter Two, where I elaborate on the theoretical and normative framework that I have used 
to analyse the data upon which I have drawn. I have made use of this list in the present chapter 
in order to be able to examine students’ accounts of institutional racism. However, I focus only 
upon those human capabilities which students’ accounts have revealed to have been affected by 
institutional racism. The following are the capabilities foregrounded in students’ accounts of how 
they and their family members were affected by institutional racism: 

• Being able to move from place to place; 

• Having freedom from unwarranted search and seizure; 

• Being able to live one’s life in one’s own surroundings and context; 

• Being able to hold property (both land and movable goods) not just formally but in terms 
of real opportunity and having property rights on an equal basis with others; 

• Being able to use imagination and thought in connection with experiencing and 
producing spiritually enriching materials and events of one’s own choice, religious, 
literary, musical, and so forth; 
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• Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants and the world of 
nature; 

• Being able to live for and to others, to recognise and show concern for other human 
beings, to engage in various forms of social interaction; to be able to imagine the 
situation of another and to have compassion for that situation; to have the capability for 
both justice and friendship; 

• To have adequate shelter; 

• To have the right to seek employment on an equal basis with others; 

• In work, being able to work as a human being, exercising practical reason and entering 
into meaningful relationships of mutual recognition with other workers; 

• Being able to use the senses; being able to imagine, to think, and to reason – and to do 
these things in a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education, including, but 
by no means limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and scientific training; 

• Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; 

• To be adequately nourished; 

• Being able to laugh, play, to enjoy recreational activities; and  

• Freedom of association 

In the section that follows, I use students’ accounts to illustrate how institutional racism violated 
each one of the above capabilities in relation to the students and members of their families. 
Thereafter, I look at students’ descriptions of how they and their family members were able to 
cope with institutional racism.  

 

 Being able to move from place to place 
Students related instances of how they and their family members were prevented from moving 
around freely in South Africa, and how they were denied entry into many areas both as a result 
of negative perceptions of them by whites, and as a result of legislation which prevented those 
marked as Africans, for example, from freely moving from one place to another. 

The following account indicates how, in a rural area, family members’ freedom of movement 
was constrained by institutional racism. The student indicates in his account that institutional 
racism was accepted as being the norm (“the order of the day”), giving this as the reason for 
people not resisting it. 

With respect to racism, we could not walk around the town on Sundays because whites 
always thought that we would steal or steal fruit out of their orchards. If we were found 
in the town, police chased us with their cars. Another example is that there was a big 
shop which sold things from food to material. Children (especially coloured or black 
children) were not allowed in the shop, because non-white children were seen as badly 
raised and they could break things or even steal them. Nothing could be done about 
this form of racism because it was the order of the day (Family Profile 109). (My 
translation from Afrikaans) 

Another ‘coloured’ male student wrote about how the differential treatment of Africans and 
coloureds was one of the more pernicious and divisive effects of the apartheid policies: 

There was also a rule that when the bell rang at 22h00 blacks had to leave town and go 
back to their homes in Kayamandi.46  The whites moved freely through the town. 
Despite the “bell rule” that just affected blacks, whites and coloureds lived in peace with 
each other (Family Profile 55). (My translation from Afrikaans) 

                                                  
46 Khayamandi is an African township near the town of Stellenbosch 
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African students in particular wrote of the impacts of legislated restriction on movement. Students 
were generally aware of family members’ rights being violated, as well as the suffering and pain 
experienced by family members owing to restrictions on their seeking work in urban areas. The 
1913 Land Act had reserved 90% of land for white use and the Native Urban Areas Act of 1923 
controlled access to urban areas, which suited commercial farmers who were keen to hold labour 
on their land (Sachs 1990; Bundy 1990; Terreblanche 2003). Africans were relegated to rural 
reserves, which later became homelands (otherwise known as bantustans).47 The apartheid 
state’s homelands policy designated ten small areas as homelands for those marked as African, 
who formed the majority of the population. The result was widespread poverty and the inability of 
inhabitants to sustain subsistence farming. This led to men migrating, mainly to the mines, to 
search for work. Wives and children were left in the homelands to survive on the small amounts 
of money that the men sent back. This was because of legislation which laid out strict controls 
over movement in the form of the Bantu (Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination of Documents) 
Act of 1952, which made it compulsory nationally for women to carry passes, and Section 10 of 
the Urban Areas Act in 1952, which stipulated who could and could not reside in urban areas 
(Posel 1991; Elder 2003). From this period until the repeal of this legislation in the mid 1980s it 
was illegal for women to follow their men to urban areas, so they either starved in the homelands 
or lived illegally in supposedly men-only urban worker’s hostels or in informal settlements on the 
outskirts of the urban areas.  

The Bantu (Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination of Documents) Act of 1952, repealed the Pass 
Laws by providing for ‘reference books’ rather than ‘passes’, and extending the law to women 
(Dugard 1978). It thus restricted men and women family members from moving freely from area 
to area. In order to prevent African men and women from coming to cities, Section 10 of the 
Urban Areas Act of 1923 as amended (the basis of the Pass Laws) required African men and 
women over the age of 16 to carry a reference book which had an identifying photograph with 
proof of work contracts on it in order to qualify to be in an urban area (Platzky and Walker 1985; 
Western 1996; Bickford-Smith 2001). The Act was repealed in 1986 with the Abolition of Influx 
Control Act 68 of 1986 (Marcus 1990). The Pass Laws were based upon the premise that no 
Africans were South African citizens, but that people so marked had the opportunity of being 
citizens in their own ‘homelands’, which were portrayed as independent states, either in the 
making or (in four cases) as having actually ‘achieved’ their independence. Africans were 
therefore supposed to be formally resident and exercise their political voice in the homelands. 
This situation is described in the first quote. The reality was, however, that the homelands were 
inferior pieces of land where there was little economic activity, as well as little chance for survival 
off the land. Yet Africans were seen as being only temporarily resident in ‘white areas’, there only 
to be available to service the needs of whites, and not as producers or owners themselves. This 
is indicated by the following quote from a commission which preceded the implementation of the 
1923 Urban Areas Consolidation Act (the Pass Laws)  

My family migrated in the early 70s from an area in the former Bophuthatswana 
homeland,48 to Vryburg (±140 km away from birth place). The primary reasons were 
economic. Because of the Bantustan policies the life conditions were unbearable and 
eventually compelled them to migrate. Moving from a homeland did not solve any 
problems, in fact it multiplied them. As Vryburg was then part of "white" South Africa, 

                                                  
47 The reserves were effectively legislated by the 1913 Land Act, long before the start of formal apartheid. And the 
migration of men to the mines (and other industries) followed from the processes of colonial and trekboer settler 
dispossession of African people’s access to land many years prior to the 1913 Act. This Act fixed the boundaries in a 
way that caused even more dispossession – a fixing that was debatably in order to ensure an adequate supply of 
what classical critiques of South African history have argued to be ‘cheap labour’ to either the mines or the aspirant 
commercial farmers or both (Bundy 1972; Wolpe 1989). 
 
48 The post-apartheid government repealed the legislation that had created the homelands. It has become common 
since to describe those areas as ‘former homelands/bantustans’. 



 96

African "immigrants" from the neighbouring homeland had to have passports.49 Since 
my parents did not have most of these documents, they (and the whole family) were 
exposed to constant harassment by government officials (Family Profile 70).  

The native should only be allowed to enter the urban areas, which are essentially the white 
man’s creation, when he is willing to enter and to minister to the needs of the white man 
and should depart therefrom when he ceases so to minister (Transvaal Province 1922: para 
267 cited in Wilson and Ramphele 1989:192). 

Twenty-eight percent of African students (18 out of 64) reported that their family members had 
been affected by the influx control (pass law) system. This affected African men and women by 
preventing them from gaining access to employment; if they did get employment and were 
caught without a pass, it resulted in their being sent back to the homelands, as the following 
accounts show: 

Even for the women who worked, they worked as domestic workers [cleaners] in 
factories and some of them worked for the Whites in their houses. They were also 
restricted to go to the urban areas through the embracing of pass laws. They struggled 
to go to work because they did not have the pass book (Family Profile 39).  

The police said if my mother does not get a pass, we will have to go back [to the 
homeland] (Family Profile 111). 

In Johannesburg, it was difficult for me to find the50 job or even to walk in the street of 
Johannesburg because of pass laws. People who had no permit to stay in 
Johannesburg or who were in possession of homelands identity document were not 
allowed to stay or work in Johannesburg, they were caught and sent to jail. My mother 
also was faced with the same problem but she was fortunate to get a job quickly 
(Family Profile 1).  

 

 Having freedom from unwarranted search and seizure 
According to students’ accounts, in addition to affecting people’s ability to move from place to 
place, the Pass Laws also led to police violence against them, including arrest for being without a 
pass or without a work permit stamped into the pass. This was a common occurrence. For 
example, Western (1996:291) estimates that in the year 1975-76, one in every twenty-five Africans 
(381,858) was prosecuted under the Pass Laws. This affected both men and women, and students 
related how their relatives described having been subjected to seizure and physical violence at the 
hands of the police, all as a consequence of being institutionally ascribed a particular racial 
category. 

They were brutally beaten because they did not have a pass. Job opportunities were 
denied to them (Family Profile 50). 

They were also arrested for not being in possession of the pass book (Family Profile 39). 

When we were in town we did not have [access to] anyone we knew. I remember, for 
about a week we had to sleep outside; we got arrested for 3 days because my mother 
had no pass (Family Profile 111).  

The system of influx control and having to obtain a ‘pass’ was despised by Africans and 
resisted if possible. However, If family members resisted influx control and the ramifications of 
the system, there were consequences. The following account demonstrates how family 
members were intimidated if they tried to resist the system: 

                                                  
49 The apartheid legislation created a complex situation in terms of status of citizenship. By the late 70s and early 80s 
there were some independent Bantustans and their ‘citizens’ did indeed have separate passports that they could use 
in place of reference books. But they also used their Bantustan identity books for the purpose.  
 
50 Bantu-structured languages (the African students’ mother tongues) do not distinguish between the definite and 
indefinite article, and have no term for either, which explains why the student refers to ‘a’ job as ‘the’ job.  
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Children 18 years and above had to pay a lodger fee and would be arrested if they 
didn’t.51  My father was against this [and felt] that his children can’t pay [the] lodger fee 
while they are staying with him in the same house – after all they were still pupils. 
Because of that the municipality shot my grandfather’s dog and regarded my family as 
politicians [activists]  (Family Profile 3). 

From the students’ accounts it appears that the system seemed, to them, to have been designed 
to induce fear in people, as they would be arrested and inhumanely treated if they were found not 
to be in possession of a pass. The following account, of a student’s father reminiscing about his 
deliberations in deciding whether or not to acquire a pass, illustrates how the very fact of having 
to possess a pass, and the implications of categorisation that came with it, was something that 
frightened youngsters when the time came to have to apply for such a document: 

I can still vividly remember how I was so scared when I was supposed to apply for the 
then "dompas". The reason was that as an African, one was inevitably attached to a 
certain ethnic population group, and in turn could be identified with one of the 
bantustans. Anyway I ultimately did apply for one, as I had no option. It was a matter of 
having it or facing arrest (Family Profile 3). 

Fear also marked the lives of many women who broke the influx control laws by remaining in 
towns for which they had no permits. The account below describes how a student’s mother, 
who had followed her partner to Cape Town from the Eastern Cape, was arrested repeatedly 
for not having a pass book with the appropriate permits stamped into it:  

It was not so easy for each of them [the students’ parents] to adapt to the area due to 
the fact that they had no permits especially my mother who was caught time and again 
during the time when people had to produce, time and again their identity document to 
see if they were allowed or had permits giving them rights to be in urban settlements. It 
was horrible, said my mother, who mentioned that she felt so helpless. She could not 
figure out whether she was still a human being or an animal, as she had to wake up 
early before six o'clock could ring and find herself a place in the forest for the whole 
day. She had to come back later after five o'clock, and this was her schedule as this 
was done on the daily basis. She said this took away her humanity as she was feeling 
worthless, had no sense of belonging, and had no sense [even] of her rights being 
infringed (Family Profile 69). 

This account provides a poignant example of primitivisation and inferiorisation, and the 
consequent misrecognition that the student’s mother experienced as a result of her constant 
subjection to police harassment and surveillance and her daily flights to escape it. The 
description of the mother experiencing a sense that she was not a human being but perhaps 
an animal, and of having had her humanity taken away from her, is an extreme example of 
misrecognition and denial of personhood. It is also significant in terms of the human 
capabilities approach, which is a way of distinguishing between what is human and what is not, 
according to Nussbaum (1995; 2000). In other words, if the list of capabilities is seen as a set 
of criteria against which to judge a life as being human or not, we can see from this account 
that her mother’s experiences were such that her life was no longer human. The account 
provides an extreme example of how the ability to live without unwarranted search or seizure is 
fundamental to a person’s ability to function as a human being.  

Some African students reported incidents where police on the grounds of influx control arrested 
family members: 

It was in 1982 when we were travelling with my mother on a trip to Bloemfontein to 
attend the church conference. We were travelling on the late night train with my mother 
and my younger brother Wessie. We arrived at Bloemfontein at 11h30 pm and we took 
the late night taxi to the location. The taxi driver informed us that there were school riots 
during that day. When we entered the location, we were stopped by the white 

                                                  
51 This applied as much to dependent kin as to other youths, because it was assumed that youngsters over the age of 
18 should have been employed, and no longer dependent.  
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policeman who demanded that we should step outside of the car. They started calling 
us "kaffirs"52 and started assaulting my mother by accusing her of bringing the children 
to Bloemfontein only to intensify the political struggle. We were taken to the police 
station and we spend the whole night there (Family Profile 115). 

   
 
 
 

 Being able to live one’s own life in one’s own surroundings 
and context  

There was considerable evidence in students’ accounts that their family members had not 
been able to achieve the capability of living their own lives in their own surroundings and 
contexts. On the contrary, many students wrote about how they were forcibly dispossessed of 
their homes, land and property.  

It has been estimated that between 1960 and 1983, 3,5 million South Africans were forcibly 
removed from their homes on the basis of their racial markers, causing economic, physical and 
psychological suffering (Platzky and Walker 1985; Bundy 1990).53  One student wrote in her 
Family-in-Community Profile assignment: “In the period of 1950-1982, 700 000 ‘Coloured’ people 
were removed from their homes known to them all their lives and for generations before”. Swanson 
(2001) gives the figure of 11 800 coloured families being evicted from the Cape Town area. The 
student’s statistic may be correct if one considers how many people constituted those families. In 
just four years the following laws were passed: The Group Areas Act 41 of 1950; The Prevention of 
Illegal Squatting Act 52 of 1951 and The Blacks Resettlement Act 19 of 1954. These Acts had 
devastating consequences for black South African families.  

As can be seen in the table and bar chart below, of the 68% of students who made any reference 
to relocations in their family profiles, 70% (47.5% of the total) reported that they or members of 
their families had been relocated, while only 30% (20.3% of the total) reported that they had NOT 
been relocated (31.4% of the total did not report at all on relocation). These figures indicate that a 
significant number of students and their family members were affected by relocation. 
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Figure 5.1   History of forced removal reported as affecting  
the students’ family members 

                                                  
52 Derogatory term for a person marked as African. 
53 Although the two quoted sources give the figure for removals as 3,5 million, Moser (1999), in a World Bank 
discussion document on poverty and violence in South Africa, gives the figure of 7 million. 
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The statistics present a picture of the prevalence of forced removals in students’ accounts. 
These were reported in 42% of African students’ accounts (27 out of 64) and in 54% of 
coloured students’ accounts (29 out of 54). The following quotes indicate the ways in which 
these forced removals impacted upon students and their family members. All the accounts 
demonstrate how the capability of being able to live their own lives in their own contexts and 
surroundings, with a guarantee of the integrity of personal property, was violated through 
apartheid legislation. People were forced against their will to leave their homes and land, and 
given no choice as to where they would be relocated. Wilson and Ramphele (1989) delineate 
five different categories of forced removal. Each category will be illustrated with examples from 
students’ accounts. 

The first category of removal was that carried out in terms of the Group Areas Act, from one 
urban area to another. The following accounts are examples of this type of forced urban 
removal, which was often accompanied by a callous attitude towards the fate of those who 
were cruelly dispossessed of their properties: 

In the past both my maternal and paternal grandparents moved from their place of 
residence in District Six to Bo-Kaap and Hanover Park respectfully [respectively]. This 
was due to the Group Areas Act, which implemented forced removals in the late 1960s 
and 1970s, to remove "coloured, black and Indian" from their homes, which they 
bulldozed in order to build new homes for "whites" (Family Profile 94). 

When the Group Areas Act and forced removals was introduced, my grandfather owned 
a house at the coloured location as the family first stayed there. Black people were 
forced to move out of that location by the law which stated that these groups must be 
separated (Family Profile 29). 

… their household belongings were put on the pavement and they would no longer live 
there and the area was declared as "whites only" (Family Profile 68). 

The second category of forced removal was the expulsion from urban areas to rural 
reserves/Bantustans/homelands of people who were deemed not to be useful for the economy 
of that area: 

So, because of influx control and Group Areas Act, women were not allowed to stay at 
hostels with their husband, so they were (women) forced to go back to their places of 
origin as mothers to take care of their children and wait until their husbands come back 
(Family Profile 64). 

The third category of removal was the consolidation or ‘black spot’ removals from one rural 
area to another to reduce the number of patches of land that constituted the homelands. The 
following account describes this type of removal: 

He [my grandfather] lost his house and other possessions like sheep, goats, cattle and 
chickens. The municipality never gave him a chance to make arrangements about his 
house that is to get a buyer and discuss the price, he had to sell it for a cheap price. 
When he arrived at the new location they were not allowed farming on municipality’s 
land, so he had to slaughter and sell his sheep, goats and chickens. Group Areas Act 
implementation forced my grandparents to move with their family from a free holding 
area where they owned the land they lived on to Mamelodi54 a township where they had 
to live in a municipal house (African urban male student Family Profile 29) 

In the above account, it seems that the first place that the grandfather lived was an area of 
freehold land where Africans did at first own land, but for which they lost ownership rights 
through the 1913 Act whereby, in the Transvaal, Free State and Natal, Africans were 
immediately precluded from purchasing land. This area was then regarded as a ‘black spot’ in 
that it was either all African owned or partly African and partly coloured owned, and the land 
was not scheduled as being for black occupation.  

                                                  
54 Mamelodi is an African township near Pretoria in Gauteng province. 
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The fourth category of forced removals identified by Wilson and Ramphele (1989) was the so-
called ‘betterment’ programmes which moved people who were scattered in the reserves or 
homelands into more consolidated villages, and the fifth was the movement of people who had 
for generations lived on white farms to the overcrowded homelands, an example of which is 
illustrated in the following excerpt: 

Just like many South African black families, mine also migrated. We were removed from 
Pilgrim's Rest to Matibidi, then to White River.55 This was done involuntarily. It was 
forced removals, in favour of white farmers to enjoy farming on huge hectares of land 
(Family Profile 40). 

The above accounts are a few of the many examples of all these types of removals in students’ 
accounts, showing the human face of the removals. In their accounts of how family members 
lost the right to own property, students provided graphic descriptions of how they were 
subjected to violent expulsion from their homes through, for instance, the use of bulldozers. In 
some instances they were given no prior warning of the forcible removal, nor were they 
provided with alternative accommodation, as the following accounts describe:  

The Group Areas Act of 1960, forced my mother’s family to move from their homes in 
the middle of the night leaving them with no shelter and no place to go. Their homes 
were taken from them and they had to come and establish themselves in a new area, 
where over-crowdedness, unemployment, and various social problems was the core of 
the community (Family Profile 21).  

Oh, my family was removed or forced to move out of their homes on De Grendel and 
the Akkers56 by the Group Areas. They weren't forewarned, but the Government just 
came and told them to empty the house. They were told if they were to refuse the 
house would be thrown down with a bulldozer. Apparently the Government (Group 
Areas) wanted the ground. Nowadays white people are dominant in those two areas. 
This made my grandmother furious, but she couldn't protest against it. They were 
allowed to stay until they found a place. So every night after work she and her husband 
had to go and hunt for a place to stay (Family Profile 43). 

As well as receiving no adequate reasons for the forcible removal, other than that the land had 
been sold, students reported that their family members found it difficult to comprehend why 
they had had to give up their homes when the land was not being used for anything else. The 
forced removals led to students’ family members having to adjust to living in less space, both in 
terms of the house itself and in terms of access to land outside the home. The first two of the 
three accounts that follow deal with the first type of forced removal mentioned by Wilson and 
Ramphele (1989) – that of being moved from one location to another in an urban area – while 
the third is an example of a rural removal. 

In 1968 the municipality simply informed my family that they have to go and stay in the 
township because the whole estate had been sold. They had to move into a semi-
detached dwelling and share it with an elderly couple. Up to today there is still nobody 
staying there and the ground has just been fenced. Through no specific reason we had 
to leave our home and go and stay in a township (Family Profile 8).  

The family did migrate because of forced removals. My family moved from Magcumeni 
to Matokweni location.57  The Group Areas Act was the cause of the removal. The 
family was affected because they were too poor to rebuild the houses again (Family 
Profile 22). 

… they did migrate because of forced removals by the whites. This affected the family 
very much in the sense that they were used to stay together as one big family but 
because of forced removals they were forced to separate from each other because 

                                                  
55 Pilgrim’s Rest, Matibidi and White River are towns in Mpumalanga Province. 
56 Suburbs in Cape Town which have been renamed ‘Goodwood’. 
57 Townships in the Eastern Cape. 
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each family was given a very small piece of land of which they cannot build many 
rondavels58 for the whole family as they used to do (Family Profile 7). 

The above examples show how the lives of family members were completely altered through 
these upheavals, which generally meant that kin had less access to resources: to space, 
privacy and shelter; to each other and to living in extended family situations in ways that they 
would have wished to live. Students’ accounts generally showed that valuable family properties 
(real estate) were forcibly confiscated from people, and in most cases the family members just 
had to accept that this was happening to them, owing to the legislative backing of the apartheid 
policies and the judicial system which was prejudicial towards those marked as ‘non-white’.  

Although the Group Areas Act removals and other forms of forced removals had taken place 
many years before the assignments were written, they were still regarded as having had, and 
continuing to have, major emotional, material, physical and social impacts upon family 
members. The physical removal, appropriation and demolition of their properties and homes by 
the authorities caused family members to have a sense of loss with regard to their heritage, as 
the account below describes.  

Asante’s (1988) concept of ‘loss of terms’, a metaphor for African’s economic and social 
relationships to the western world, is a useful one here. This is because it refers to the physical 
and mental aggression to which Africans were subjected, thereby being moved off their 
physical, social, mental and economic terms by the Western world (Swigonski 1996:157). ‘Loss 
of terms’ can thus be seen as an appropriate metaphor for considering the process and effects 
of forced removals for students and their family members. Asante (1990) refers to European 
slave drivers as moving Africans off their physical terms, missionaries as moving Africans off 
their religious terms and capitalists as moving Africans off their economic terms. The loss of 
land and family properties had major implications for future generations.  

In the students’ accounts of forced removals, being moved physically off their terms led to 
many other losses. Students showed how acutely aware they were of these losses in relation 
to forced removals and their long-lasting brutalising effects: 

I firmly believe that because of forced removals my parents and their families were 
severely scarred. What made it especially difficult was the fact that my father refused to 
move and the eviction was a great strain for him. I strongly believe that after more than 
25 years my family is still experiencing a huge loss, which created a void in their lives 
as they have no connection with their past heritage (Family Profile 94). 

The above quote provides a good example of how families were moved off their terms in more 
than just a physical way. The student refers to ‘a void in their lives’, which still existed at the 
time of her writing this account, twenty-five years after the actual removal. The concomitant 
loss of heritage was keenly felt by students and their family members, who were removed (as 
in the case of District Six) from inner-city areas on prime land which were steeped in history 
and on which they had lived for generations and relocated in newly-established areas with no 
infrastructure, which were far away from employment and urban resources and where they 
were separated from family and community networks.  

The reactions of students’ family members in the accounts ranged from resignation to their 
fate, to refusal to move, which was met by state violence, to attempted resistance through 
staying on in the demolished buildings, and finally to taking on the state through the legal 
system, which was regarded by the students as being biased in favour of the apartheid 
authorities: 

The family was distraught when forced to sell their land in Constantia,59 but a fight would 
seem useless. They sold their land and then moved in with family (Family Profile 4). 

                                                  
58 Round thatched buildings  
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If some of us refused to move they were threatened to move in with the bulldozers and 
that was what they have done (Family Profile 117). 

And because my father did not want to leave his district, he stayed on in broken houses 
after it was bulldozed but eventually had to move on (Family Profile 94). 

In 1968 my family on my mother’s side was greatly affected by the Group Areas Act. 
Because they lived near the white area in Piketberg60 they were forced to move out of 
their houses. They therefore had to sell their properties so that they [the authorities] 
could demolish their houses. Although my family had court cases about it because this 
property was a property that was [theirs] from generation to generation they could do 
nothing about it. They therefore left the place and came to live in Athlone.61  

Here [in Athlone] they had to adapt to the fast living of the city because they were used 
to the quiet life in the country. Because my grandparents were already a very high age 
it caused a lot of stress on them. They still had the desire and were longing for their 
place (Family Profile 23). 

The last of the above quotes poignantly describes the emotional dimension of forced removals 
for students’ family members, in their yearning for the lost surroundings and context in which 
they lived, and the lasting emotional trauma that the seizure of their property brought upon 
them. This student remarks on the fact that her grandparents, being old, were particularly hard 
hit by the forced removal. Wilson and Ramphele (1989) have also noted that during forced 
removals old people were particularly affected by the loss of familiar surroundings and 
resources to which they were used – a clear loss of the terms of their pre-relocation lifestyles.  

 

 Being able to experience and produce spiritually enriching 
religious events of one’s choice 

Cultural practices such as burying the dead were also affected by racialised exclusion from 
land. The following account shows how through the forced removal, the student’s family 
members were emotionally harmed, particularly by the land of their grandfather’s grave being 
used as a site for a brick company:  

In terms of institutional racism, the Mogo's family had experienced the removal from 
their land by the use of force. In 1963, after my brother Khotso was born, the Mpeli 
family were living in the place called Jan's Vreek near Odendaalsrus.62 The residents of 
that land were removed by force by the authority, including amongst them my family. 
That land is being [now] occupied by the Corribrick [Corobrick] Company. What is 
hurting the family most is the fact that my grandfather is buried in that land. Even 
though the graves are still there, we have to travel something like 80 km on car to visit 
those graves, because after my family were force to leave that area. It was then that 
they decided to live here in Kroonstad63 (Family Profile 115). 

The above account shows how the student and his family members were moved off their 
religious terms. According to traditional African religious beliefs, those who have passed into 
the next world are ancestors who are the ‘living dead’. Since ancestors are central to traditional 
African religious beliefs, the graves of the deceased are considered to be sacred sites. It is 
therefore very important for family members to be able to visit the grave of their grandparents, 
and given the prevalence of patrilineality, their grandfather in particular. The erection of a brick-
producing plant on the land where the student’s grandfather was buried is thus considered to 
be an injury to the family members: the student describes it as ‘what is hurting most’. The injury 
described in this excerpt is but one instance of how apartheid denied the students and their 

                                                                                                                                                        
59 An exclusive area in Cape Town inhabited by wealthy landowners. 
60 Piketberg is a small rural town in the Western Cape. 
61 Athlone was established as a coloured area in the 1930s by the government and is situated on the Cape Flats.  
62 A town in the Free State province. 
63 Another Free State town.  
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family members the ability to practice religious rituals and ceremonies which were regarded as 
central to their personhood. 

 

 Being able to live for and in relation to animals, plants and the 
world of nature 

Students reported that through forced removals by the state authorities, they and their family 
members also lost control over their land, which had further consequences for their livelihoods 
and relationships to plants and animals. Students’ accounts related how, against their will and 
without any concern for the consequences, their family members were removed from their 
land, with little or no compensation for their consequent losses. They were moved to areas 
where they were unable to work the land, which was invariably inferior in terms of being able to 
support agrarian subsistence activity of the kinds they had previously engaged in. The 
accounts also show a consciousness of the disparities between black and white circumstances 
in relation to access to conditions conducive to farming. The removals they reported as having 
experienced made these disparities more stark, as they saw their land given to white farmers 
who already had access to large tracts of land. Moreover, they were unable to take their 
livestock with them because they were removed to areas without the space or facilities for 
animal husbandry. Both African and coloured students were affected, as the accounts below 
illustrate: 

The family was very much affected by that removal. Houses and fruit trees were already 
there. Everything had to be destroyed without any compensations. The family also lost 
a very good fertile soil where we could produce food for ourselves. In White River, it is a 
different case. The yard is full of rocks and is hard to make a vegetable garden. Only 
mango and avocado trees can grow there (African rural male student Family Profile 40). 

Because of institutional racism, for example the Group Areas Act; my parent’s family 
had difficulty finding adequate housing. My grandfather was affected the hardest, since 
he had to give up his land which he loved so much. He had his own little farm, with 
greens, chickens, turkeys and goats. He had to get rid of all these animals because 
there was no place for them. The area in which they went to live was different from what 
they were used to (coloured urban female student Family Profile 41). 

It was not only in relation to farming and livestock that forced removals impacted on students 
and their family members. In urban areas such as Cape Town students reported that they and 
their family members had been removed from suburban areas where they had access to trees, 
rivers, mountains, parks and fresh air and were deprived of all these natural resources in their 
new areas. The Cape Flats, to which most students residing in Cape Town and marked 
coloured or African were removed, were demarcated by railway lines which delineated the 
separation of white, coloured and African areas in the planning of Group Areas removals 
(Western 1996; Bickford-Smith 2001). The Group Areas plan was to remove all those marked 
coloured and African to the east of the Simonstown railway line and the south of the Bellville 
line (Appendix H). This area was flat and sandy, without trees and parks. The student’s 
account below holds the removal of access to natural resources responsible for the popularity 
of night clubs and children’s potential vulnerability to drug abuse:  

 

My family had to move from their home in Newlands64 because it had been declared a 
"white" area. My family had to move from an area which was not air-polluted and had very 
big parks and rivers to an area where there was no place for the children to play. We 
moved to Lansdowne.65 I think the move has decreased their creativity because they did 
not have as much space to move, they were more confined to the house with much less 
nature. I think this is one of the reasons "coloured" people in areas where there are no 

                                                  
64 A green leafy and now affluent area in the Southern suburbs in Cape Town. 
65 A suburb in Cape Town to which those marked coloured were forcibly removed. 
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parks and recreational facilities have turned to music and night clubs. This is one of the 
cheapest forms of outings but could also be a potential danger. Children could become 
drug abusers just to belong to a particular grouping (Family Profile 23). 

As regards resistance to the removals and to loss of livestock and land, only one student 
related how his family members tried to resist, and used the court system to do so. But, as the 
following excerpt shows, this attempt to resist through formal means failed, reportedly due to 
the biases in favour of the apartheid regime in the justice system at the time. 

My mother and father's great-parents had farms and livestock. Their farms and livestock 
were claimed by nearby farmers in the Magistrate Courts. In both cases the White 
farmers claimed that the deceased Coloured farmers owed them money and they never 
paid them for allowing their livestock to graze on their lands. The White farmers' claims 
were false. In both cases the Magistrate Courts regarded the testimonies of the children 
of the Coloured farmers as lies. The pro-apartheid Magistrate Courts gave the farms to 
the White farmers. My parents do not believe in revenge and accepted the unfair 
decision of the Magistrate Court and the loss of their great-grandparents' of farms 
(Family Profile 78).  

It is somewhat surprising to discover that no other students reported that their families had 
resisted being forcibly removed, particularly since the literature on rural removals does record 
instances of resistance (Spiegel 1990; Surplus People’s Project 1983). For students marked 
coloured and whose Cape Town-based families were forcibly removed, however, this lack of 
reporting of physical resistance confirms what authors such as Western (1996) and Bickford-
Smith (2001) have documented and puzzled over: there was indeed very little such resistance. 

 

 Being able to have attachments to things and persons outside 
ourselves  

Both African and Coloured students’ accounts indicated that their ability and that of their family 
members to form attachments with other persons and things was severely impacted upon by 
institutional racism. I will initially examine African students’ accounts of how institutional racism 
affected their family members’ relationships with others, and then turn to coloured students’ 
accounts of their experiences of institutional racism in this regard.  

 

The experiences of African students 
Some African students regarded the whole colonial enterprise, traced from the Dutch settlers, 
as purposefully having set out to separate family members by making life extremely difficult in 
rural areas through the imposition of hut taxes and the monetarisation of relationships. The 
conquest of land by white settlers made it possible for whites to make use of blacks as cheap 
labour for the mines and farms and as domestic workers to maintain white households. Family 
members were prevented from being together through legislation which, as I have elaborated 
on in the preceding sections, sought to control the movement of those marked black: it 
restricted those who were not useful for fulfilling white needs from being in urban areas, and 
allowed others access to urban areas in order to fulfil these needs. Again this reinforces the 
notion of privileged irresponsibility referred to in the previous chapter, with those marked as 
black (in this instance African) being moved around to service the needs of those marked as 
white. That only certain family members were regarded as useful for these purposes, while 
others were redundant, had the effect of separating members from each other, thus affecting 
the forms of human association considered important for human well-being or flourishing: 

The splitting of families was a deliberate policy enforced by law …[it] provided for the 
establishment of single-sex compounds in which no family life was permitted nor was it 
permitted in the backyards of White’s houses where domestic workers lived. My family 
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did migrate from the Transkei to Johannesburg because of economic reasons. Because 
of tax laws and barren land, my family decided to come and search for jobs so as to pay 
tax and take children to school. This had terrible effect on my family as my family was 
broken. My father who was working as a bricklayer, after my mother left also left home 
and go to work in Mount Ayliff also in Transkei. He stayed with a new wife there and my 
home was just left alone. This brought separation between my parents (Family 
Profile1).  

In what Glen Elder (2003:13) has referred to as the ‘procreational geography of apartheid’, 
poverty compelled men from rural areas to seek work as migrants, but women and children 
were not permitted to join their husbands. In shaping the lives of black men, women and 
children differently, apartheid can be regarded as not only a racist, but also a sexist and ageist 
body of social policies, which had diverse implications for students’ family members, depending 
on their gendered and generational status. Several students viewed their fathers’ absences as 
being problematic in that it led to family members becoming estranged from each other, with 
men failing to give reliable and consistent financial support to distant children and wives, 
having children with other women and sometimes failing to maintain contact with their family 
members, or even to see them again. 

The migrant labour system had a negative impact on my family. My father decided to 
look for a better job and went to Namibia in 1973, but when he arrived there he forgot 
about us and as from that time we never heard a word from him until 1980 when we 
heard that he was dead. So we grew up with no father; only my mother had to look after 
us (Family Profile 19).  

This migration had an effect within the family, because there in urban areas or cities 
where our fathers were working as single man, they met other women and fell in love 
with them and they started to forget about their wives and children when they left 
behind. The husbands or fathers of the family, they did not even sent some money for 
those left behind (Family Profile 64). 

It was not only students’ fathers and mothers who migrated. Sometimes students and their 
siblings also migrated, due to the paucity of resources such as schools in the areas in which 
they lived (see Jones 1993). This meant that regular contact between those who migrated and 
members of the extended family, which was considered important by students and their family 
members, was lessened. Lack of contact with members of one’s extended family or one’s 
ancestors would jeopardise family members’ well-being, as the following accounts indicate: 

… to the extended members the migration has an effect because we are now very far 
from them. They even cannot know what is going on with us and they can not visit us 
frequently. But we are trying to contact each other by phones and writing letters to each 
other. It also have an effect to the married sister because we are now far from the 
places where they are married to (Family Profile 57). 

The family did migrate long ago and the reasons for migration were economical. The 
forefathers in the family were looking for greener pastures where they could get jobs so 
as to earn a living. This migration had the effect of separating the family members from 
their close friends and relatives. This migration process also has a cultural effect in that 
family members had the belief that they have broken the relationship with their 
ancestors and they lost those night visits from the ancestors66 (Family Profile 19). 

The effect of Group Areas Act, Influx Control separated the family. My grandfather does 
not know where his siblings were, even his father's grave. These Acts caused a lot of 
bitterness, stress, anger to the members of the family (Family Profile 20). 

                                                  
66 Here the student is referring to the belief that ancestors ‘can appear to their survivors in dreams or even openly in 
order to make their wishes known’ (Ramose 1999:90). 
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Another student wrote of how her father’s banishment to Dimbaza,67 after he had served a 
sentence on Robben Island,68 led to separation of family members from each other, which led 
to feelings of frustration and ultimately resulted in violence between family members. 

Forced removals, like migrant labour, often meant that people permanently lost contact with 
others in the geographic vicinity and with whom they had had close bonds. The sense of 
affiliation between those who lived in proximity to each other was broken:  

Ekuphakemeni Village was regarded as a community. People were very close to each 
other, understanding each other needs and taste. They knew almost everybody by name. 
But all this private life ended up in smoke (Family Profile 37). 

The removal left a lot to be desired. This really had a big impact on the family and 
neighbouring friends. Close ties and communication were broken down. The family had 
made many friends during their stay at the Mine Village but then suddenly everything was 
gone, including relationships that were maintained for a long period of time. And this 
made transition to a new environment more difficult. Children were used to their old 
friends back home and they were used to quiet surroundings. But this time they had to 
form new relationships, trust, and friends and to be acquainted to a noisy and fast 
township life. For them it was like moving from heaven to hell (Family Profile 19). 

The capability for affiliations such as friendships and the social abilities such as trust, which are 
involved in the forming and maintenance of friendships, was also negatively affected by forced 
removals. Similar findings have been reported in an anthropological study by de Wet (1995). 
He studied the impact of forced relocation on two black settlements in Keiskammahoek, in the 
Ciskei ‘homeland’, now part of the Eastern Cape province, and found that social patterns were 
disrupted, negatively affecting the continuity of relationships as well as the economic viability of 
people’s lives.  

Besides commenting on how the legislative imperatives of the influx control system denied 
family members access to their relatives, students also wrote of how employers denied family 
members access to each other, particularly those who were employed in ‘sleep-in’ positions as 
domestic workers (all but one were students’ female relatives), as elaborated upon in the 
following account: 

Family members were denied access to their relatives. As I have mentioned earlier on 
my grandmother worked as a domestic worker, only coming home during week-ends 
when she was given a week-end off duty. During the week my grandfather could not 
visit her, they (employers) did not allow anybody to visit her, even us as her 
grandchildren. I have every reason to believe that they did that because of skin colour 
(Family Profile 6). 

Reports from students whose mothers were engaged in domestic work, and resident in their 
employer’s homes, described how children were unable to have physical access to their 
mothers when the latter were caring for the children of those who were privileged, as in the 
following account: 

She [the student’s mother] wrote that because of the influx control in the city she is 
unable to invite us to stay with her and it is very difficult even [during] school holidays. 
She made it clear in one of her letters that the only time we can see each other is 
during December holidays and during the other serious times like funerals. Early in 
1964 when I was five years old and my younger sister was four years the family got a 
telegram from one of our neighbours in Cape Town who was staying with my mother 
that my mother is seriously ill. A few weeks after that she passed away. This was one of 
the tragedies in my life (Family Profile 118). 

                                                  
67 Dimbaza was one of the first and most notorious of apartheid’s relocation camps set up in the 1960s on a remote 
and unproductive stretch of land in the Eastern Cape. It was used as a dumping ground for those who were banished 
after serving sentences for political crimes. It came under the spotlight in the British TV film ‘Last Grave at Dimbaza’ 
which led to an international outcry against relocations, and caused the state to upgrade the settlement as a counter-
propoganda drive (Platzky and Walker 1985).  
68 A prison that accommodated, amongst others, those who had committed political offences against the state. 
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Because apartheid legislation precluded women such as this mother from having family 
members stay with them, children had to be cared for by other family members such as aunts 
and grandmothers. This also affected the relationships between adult kin such as mothers, 
fathers, grandmothers and aunts who could potentially support each other.  

In relation to these sets of circumstances, there are three sets of consequences relating 
directly to the capability of being able to have attachments to things outside ourselves and to 
engage in various forms of social interaction. The first is the consequences of live-in domestic 
work for the family relationships of the domestic worker, which can be seen as a form of 
privileged irresponsibility in that the needs of the privileged were serviced at the expense of 
those who were marginalised; secondly there are the consequences of migrant work in taking 
people away from their close-kin relatives, where other female relatives were obliged to do the 
care-giving work of the dependent relatives on an unpaid basis; thirdly there are the 
consequences of forced relocation in separating previously co-operating and mutually 
supportive kin from one another. 

 
 

The experiences of coloured students 
Most of the forced-removal experiences described by coloured students involved relocations 
from family homes in Cape Town or its suburbs to desolate new working-class settlements 
some distance away on what was then the outskirts of the city. Various students’ grandparents 
and parents had grown up in areas such as District Six, one of the oldest residential areas in 
Cape Town, located alongside the city’s central business area. The first removals from District 
Six took place in 1901 when Africans living there were forced to move to barracks in the docks 
or to Ndabeni location, far from the city (Bickford-Smith 2001). It was formally proclaimed a 
white area in 1966 in terms of the Group Areas Act (Swanson and Harries 2001). District Six’s 
last residents were removed in 1982 (Western 1996:xxvi) and it was renamed Zonnebloem in 
1979 by the apartheid state. As the social geographer John Western, in his book Outcast Cape 
Town (1996:152), has noted: ‘… the obliteration of District Six is a humiliation that leaves an 
aching lacuna in self-concept and self-esteem and a profound and bitter resentment’. 
Literature, art and drama on District Six express the deep sense of belonging and identity 
associated with the area (Swanson and Harries 2001:63). More recently Crain Soudien (2001), 
a Cape Town-based educationalist, has described the discursive role that memory of District 
Six plays. Soudien has identified three discourses, the first being that of shared resources and 
responsibilities; the second that of social harmony in an accessible and open community and 
the third that of a cosmopolitan place with social and cultural hybridity, where difference was a 
strength. It is the second of these discourses that pertains to the capability of being able to 
have attachments to things and persons outside ourselves, and that is the focus of this section.  

Students’ accounts, such as the one below, illustrated how the forced removal had multiple 
social consequences for family members:  

My family originated and stayed in District Six. The whole family lived in one house. In 
fact there were two families in one house. My grandmother and her children and my 
great grandmother and her children. My grandparents moved to Athlone69 in 1967. They 
moved because there was a house available and because of the Group Areas Act 
which was being implemented since 1950. The migration had a detrimental effect. My 
mother could no longer become involved in all the community activities and sports. My 
grandparents lost contact with some of their friends and distant relatives. My mother’s 
aunt divorced her husband as a direct result from moving out of District Six into 

                                                  
69 Athlone, Heideveld, Manenberg and later Mitchells Plain were townships on the Cape Flats which were created to 
house ‘coloured’ families forcibly removed from their homes by the Group Areas Act. 
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Heideveld. Her husband had lost his job, lost contact with his friends and relatives. He 
became an alcoholic as there were no facilities available to him to help him vent his 
frustrations and no support group to help him to come to terms with his loss. My 
cousin’s father is a vagrant now, who refuses to accept help (Family Profile 27). 

As well as the loss of friendships and contact between relatives, the student attributes the 
divorce of her aunt and uncle, her uncle’s alcoholism and his eventual status as a vagrant, 
estranged from family members and refusing to change his homeless lifestyle, all to their 
removal from District Six. This reasoning stands in marked contrast to conventional social work 
texts such as those prescribed at higher educational institutions in South Africa that would 
have led students to attribute problems such as these solely to intrafamilial dynamics.70  

Students’ descriptions of the geographical communities to which they were removed often 
included references to gangsterism and drug and alcohol abuse, especially in relation to youth. 
Parents were described as having little control over their children in the new areas, where the 
‘loving bond’ between family members was destroyed due to their separation. Students 
identified these phenomena as problems that had resulted directly from the rupture of 
relationships between family members and those in the wider community consequent upon 
their relocation. There were references to how neighbourly trust had been eroded through 
forced removals, and how this was not easily regained. The following account illustrates how 
starkly the student perceives the effects of the forced removal on human relationships: 

Alcohol abuse and drug abuse became the order of the day in these communities 
because kinship networks and resources provided by the extended family were 
destroyed. These people were left in despair, alienated and had limited expectations for 
their lives. In the coloured community forced removals resulted in a lack of housing, 
recreational facilities as well as overcrowding as there wasn’t enough place to put 
everyone. Lack of child care facilities also resulted in many young children wandering 
about aimlessly. Eventually, as a result of inadequate care and non-existent attention, 
these children fall prey to the temptation of joining a gang to feel accepted and secure. I 
feel that many of these people lost their trust in the next person and therefore saw as 
their only salvation being dependent on themselves (Family Profile 25). 

Again here conventional social work approaches (e.g. Needle et al 1983), which Waldegrave 
(1990) in his notion of ‘Just Therapy’ strongly critiques, construct problems of alcohol and drug 
abuse, gang membership and anti-social behaviour, as mentioned by the above-quoted 
student, as emanating from intrapsychic or pathological intrafamilial patterns of communication. 
The student, on the other hand, attributes the problems directly to forced relocation and the 
resultant destruction of supportive kinship networks as well as the removal of space, shelter, 
and recreational facilities. Rather than locating the problems with an unfit mother or with 
inadequate care situated within the household, she attributes the temptation of gang 
membership to the lack of care and attention provided by inadequate or non-existent child-care 
facilities. The loss of trust which the student attributes to forced removals is also important to 
note, as it is questionable whether this distrust would be picked up by a social worker as being 
a consequence of the violations to which these family members were subjected – the 
functionalist familist orientation that underpins much conventional training would lead them 
rather to an understanding that such distrust is a consequence of one or more family 
disequilibrium. 

                                                  

70See for example Thorman 1982; Figley and McCubbin 1983; Masson and O’Byrne 1984; Slaikeu 
1984 all of which appear in the reader of the Family and Child Care course offered at UWC until 
1993 and which still influence social work curricula on Child and Family Care and social work 
practice. 
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The areas to which students and their family members were moved had little in the way of 
infrastructure and resources such as schools, transport, health care facilities and industrial 
activity. This meant that family members had less time to spend at home and therefore with 
each other. Travelling longer distances meant that they had to leave home earlier and arrive 
back later than was previously the case. This meant that less time was available to spend 
relating to members of the family, caring for them and doing household tasks. They also had to 
spend more money for transport, which impacted on family resources.  

My father had to get up much earlier to go to work because public transport was non-
existent in Manenberg in the early 1960s. My family had to adapt to a new environment 
and had to make new friends. My brothers and sisters also had to attend new schools 
which was very far from the house (Family Profile 25). 

The students’ accounts of their family members’ memories of forced removals and other forms 
of institutional racism have shown how this has negatively affected their ability to connect with 
others. Students’ accounts have illustrated how the negative impact on their social 
relationships had consequences for their family members’ abilities to develop and flourish as 
human beings.  

 

 To have adequate shelter 
Students’ accounts revealed that many of them lived in situations of inadequate housing. 
These circumstances were attributed directly to the apartheid system and many accounts 
related how the conditions under which they were forced to live affected them and members of 
their family in various ways.  

My family was also faced with the problem of being unable to choose where to live. The 
lack of housing is doubly injurious, it prevents any possibilities of stable and decent 
family life and it is also a massive reminder of social inequality created by apartheid 
(Family Profile 115). 

The municipal two-bedroomed (four-roomed) matchbox houses built by the state to 
accommodate African and ‘coloured’ families, besides being very rudimentary dwellings, were 
not suitable for large or extended families.  

As Xhosas or may I say Blacks, we were not allowed to reside in cities or towns and so 
we were only given four roomed houses without equipment like inside bathrooms and 
toilets (Family Profile 97). 

Many students reported that they grew up in very crowded conditions: one student, for 
instance, reported that there were 12 people in a two-bedroomed house, where one bedroom 
was used for the parents and 5 children as well as a sick brother, and the second bedroom 
was used for the four sisters. It was often the case that, students were moved from houses 
which could accommodate their extended families to the four-roomed council matchbox style 
house, for example: 

More than three families used to live in the house that was rented to us by the 
Government. At times the house had more than twenty occupants. It had only two 
bedrooms which were shared by all. My grandparents and three of their younger 
children occupied the main bedroom. The second bedroom was occupied by my aunt 
and her three children including my parents, myself and my sister. My brother had to 
stay with my father's parents. Other family members had to sleep in the kitchen and in 
the diningroom (Family Profile 30).  

We stay in places which are congested, where it is easy to contract common diseases. 
We stay in a four roomed house and our family consists of both parents and seven 
siblings and two grandchildren. The house is overcrowded, where there is less [little] 
sleeping space (Family Profile 29). 
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Some students reported poor living conditions such as no electricity or running water indoors, 
no internal doors or ceilings.  

Living conditions in Alexandra were squalid. There was no proper housing. There was a 
bucket toilet system (Family Profile 8).  

The building materials used for these houses were often of an inferior quality and the physical 
surrounds not suitable for living conditions. These municipal houses were also built close 
together, which prevented people from being able to grow produce and led to a lack of privacy 
between neighbours. Students reported that children spent most of their time outside due to a 
lack of space inside. What was striking in many students’ reports was that the living space was 
often used for multiple purposes. Owing to the lack of space, for example, some students 
reported that the boys slept on the kitchen floor, the girls in the living room and the parents in 
the bedroom. In township houses, use was made in the sitting room of wall beds that could fold 
up, providing space for relaxation during the day. In some households the dining room had to 
be vacated in the early hours of the morning so that other activities could take place there.  

The effects of being removed to a small, overcrowded house, combined with the lack of 
services such as electricity and plumbing, also had consequences for the students’ and their 
family members’ abilities to function as learners in the school system, as the following accounts 
illustrate:  

... we started off staying in a two-roomed house, it’s obvious that this had effects 
especially to those who were attending school by then. They had to study and do their 
homework in that "kitchen", which is of course not a comfortable place to study and at 
times books were filthy as a result of spilt fat or dirty water, etc. Also we had to wake up 
very early in that "kitchen" because mother had to make fire and prepare food for the 
father when he was going to work, so it was quite hard (Family Profile 68). 

Although the family is usually considered as a cohesive unit, the adverse conditions (no 
electricity, no plumbing system, financial deprivation) often raised many antagonistic 
feelings in the family. I recall that whenever we had to do homework my older sisters 
had the use of the paraffin lamp, while I and Mustafa had to use candlelight. We 
thought it unfair and inconsiderate and tried sorting it out with our older siblings. After 
much badmouthing one another our parents intervened and after much discussion 
another lamp was bought (Family Profile 10). 

Being unable to study in conducive conditions could well lead to poor school performance and 
consequent demoralisation in relation to education, which may have accounted for early school 
drop-outs. Again, traditional texts and social work practitioners would not attribute inadequate 
school performance and issues such as truancy and school drop-outs to institutional racism. It 
would rather be construed as ‘bad parenting’ and remediated by sending parents on twelve-
step programmes on how to parent adequately (see Brid Featherstone’s 2004 critique of the 
notions ‘parental responsibility’ and ‘family support’ currently used in British social work).. 

 
 

 To have the right to seek employment on an equal basis  
with others 

African students from rural areas wrote about the difficult circumstances that prevailed there, 
with little or no opportunity for employment, and about how those who became migrant 
labourers were eligible only for manual labour or domestic work, to which they also had 
restricted access in terms of the influx control system:  

My father had been obliged to sign up as a construction worker due to the scarcity of 
well paying jobs for Blacks on home ground (Family Profile 9). 

In the rural areas there were no factories where they could be employed (Family Profile 
38). 
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As mentioned earlier, the Western Cape was affected by racist legislation in the form of the 
Coloured Labour Preference policy. This policy allowed employment possibilities for those 
categorised as coloured, while excluding those categorised as African, who had to apply for 
permits to work in the Western Cape (Ramphele 1993; Western 1996). This policy directly 
affected access to the labour market, differentially for coloureds and Africans, as jobs were 
reserved for those designated as coloured and white, as the following student explains: 

Cape Town became a predominantly so-called "coloured" area with very few blacks as 
they were largely [meant to be] accommodated in the "homelands". Historically also 
jobs were considered exclusively for "coloureds" and whites especially in the textile 
industries. This presented no employment opportunities for African people and left them 
largely poor and jobless (Family Profile 30). 

The following account by an urban coloured woman student gives an indication that while she 
herself realised the implications of this labour policy for African families and saw it as having 
detrimental consequences for African family practices, her family found ways to explain this 
policy by perceiving Africans to be ‘different in nature’ and inferior to coloureds – in other words 
through misrecognising Africans by otherising and inferiorising them, as discussed in the 
previous chapter on Cultural Racism. This was because they themselves were benefiting from 
the discriminatory system, and had to find ways in which to justify their privileges over Africans: 

Cape Town and the surrounding areas, for example the community that we lived in, had 
become a predominantly "coloured" area. During that time black people lived in the 
"homeland". Historically also jobs were considered exclusively for "coloureds" and 
whites especially in the textile industries. There was no work for African people. The 
majority of them were unemployed. It had a great effect on their lives. They became 
largely poor, because of the highest unemployment rate. The family was deeply 
affected. In our family they have seen Africans as different in nature. To them it was the 
right decision, and have seen themselves as better as [than] their black brothers and 
sisters (Family Profile 54). 

The Coloured Labour Preference policy restrictions affected students’ family members 
differentially. An African student from Langa, a township in Cape Town, describes below the 
effects of these restrictions on her mother, in that she could not pursue the job for which she 
was trained in Cape Town, so chose instead to remain with her children and survive through 
activities in the informal sector.  

It [institutional racism] affected my family and more especially my mother who is a 
Primary Teacher, having graduated at Clarkesbury College in Transkei. The 
Department of Bantu Education would not accept her to teach in the Western Cape but 
only in the Eastern Cape. She was restricted to Transkei, but she refused the post and 
she decided to create a self help employment by selling raw and cooked chickens at 
bus terminus at Langa [Cape Town] on Saturday and Sunday. During the week she was 
selling drinks, sweets, fruit and ice cream in nearby schools (Family Profile 32). 

The increase in people attempting to survive by engaging in practices such as selling produce 
and other informal sector activities has also been noted by Francie Lund (2002) who found that 
increasing numbers of South Africans are working in the informal sector. Informal work has 
increased in response to institutional racism in other contexts too.  

Although family members in some instances were not denied access to employment, the type 
of employment to which they had access was limited. As I have discussed previously, it was 
mainly employment servicing the white-dominated economy. The quote below shows the 
student’s awareness of the injustices to which his family members were subjected with regard 
to employment in the South African situation.  

There was limited access to proper and well paying employment opportunities. Higher 
positions were reserved for Whites even if they did not deserve them. Those who were 
migrant labourers were involved in manual labour. They worked much harder than their 
White counterparts. Even for the women who worked, they worked as domestic workers 
in factories and some of them worked for the Whites in their houses. They were also 
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restricted to go to the urban areas through the embracing of pass laws. They struggled 
to go to work because they did not have the pass book. They were also arrested for not 
being in possession of the pass book (Family Profile 39). 

Students described their family members working as ‘slaves’ who were replaceable by others, 
reflecting the apartheid state’s attitude, here played out for individuals, that members of the 
black population were dispensable when their labour power was no longer needed. Students 
described how their family members received little remuneration, received fewer benefits than 
whites and worked under exploitative conditions, all, they said, due to institutional racism. This 
in turn had implications for other family members in that scarce resources had to be shared:  

My family was affected by apartheid because my father was working in industries where 
he was earning very little which made him unable to maintain and educate his children. 
Uneducated people were treated as slaves working the whole day for a few cents. They 
were powerless and had no say in decision making (Family Profile 22). 

As far as employment was concerned my father was a petrol attendant earning a little 
income compared to the size of the family. He did not work there for long and later he 
worked on the mines where he got involved in an accident and never got a permanent 
job until he passed away until 1990. For the fact that he was Black, the compensation 
that he got was also not adequate compared with his white counterparts who were also 
injured in an accident. The types of work that they both did (mother and father) 
determined the type of housing and education they could afford [to give] us (Family 
Profile 31). 

The above excerpts give clear indications that black men were not paid the kind of ‘family 
wages’ that their white counterparts were. This reflects Wolpe’s (1989) point about how wages 
for black workers were set at rates below the actual costs of their social reproduction – 
ostensibly because agrarian production in the homelands was understood to be able to 
subsidise those wages.  

Many students reported that although their fathers had worked for a longer time, had better 
qualifications and more experience than their white counterparts, they were denied promotion, 
privileges and equal pay, solely on the basis of their racial markings.  

For instance my father entered a labour force having a matric certificate. He never got 
promotion like his white co-workers. Their salaries and benefits were higher than his. 
White workers got privileges like medical aid schemes (Family Profile 20). 

Mr Manie worked at Koburns for 29 years. He was a very hard worker and dedicated to 
his work. After working for 25 years he was promoted to supervisor which he deserved 
a long time ago but was not granted the position because the manager considered that 
position to be given to a white man. Whites who worked for shorter periods were 
promoted to supervisors leaving the long service candidates, which were black workers, 
as factory workers. Black workers felt that the manager discriminated against them. But 
what could they do? They were dependent on the wages they received and work was 
very scarce. After many strikes and meetings, and due to the fact that [post-apartheid] 
transformation was taking place, black workers were given the opportunity to show their 
capabilities and one by one blacks were promoted (Family Profile 24). 

These accounts and many others like them, which appeared with regularity in students’ 
reports, testify to the discrimination faced by family members on the basis of their racial 
markers which affected their abilities to find employment at all and, if they did find it, to be 
treated in a fair and equitable way. This in turn affected the capacities of these family members 
to provide resources for their kin, thus limiting access to resources and opportunities for these 
kin as well. 
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 In work, being able to work as a human being, exercising 
practical reason and entering into meaningful relationships of 
mutual recognition with other workers. 
 

Institutional racism also resulted in workers having to work for long hours, being paid low 
wages, and being vulnerable to abuse by their employer. The implications for family members 
included limits on the time they had available to engage socially with the employed family 
member, a lack of access to resources due to the worker’s low wages, and having to see and 
deal with the distress of the employed family member when s/he experienced inhumane 
treatment at the place of employment: 

It was very hard to get a good job especially because we were black people, we would 
work hard and in return get money enough to buy bread and milk only. We were called 
by all bad names, sometimes I would go through [the experience of] white men 
harassing me because they knew that no-one would believe a black woman, who does 
not even know how to speak the English language properly (Family Profile 111). 

The above excerpt indicates the complicated manner in which forms of cultural, institutional 
and personal racism mutually reinforced each other to create conditions where students’ family 
members, solely because of their racial markings, were unable to find decent employment 
where they could be recognised by others and treated in ways which did not denigrate them as 
human beings. The conditions under which the students’ parents were forced to engage in paid 
labour, as well as having the more blatant effects described above, also (as Ramphele (1993) 
has shown) led those who were subjected to abuse in the workplace to take out their 
frustrations on members of their family. An example is recorded in the violent practices which 
the account below describes: 

This kind of racism also affected the family a lot but the most susceptible were the 
parents who were employed by the whites. They were subjected to abnormal working 
hours and conditions accompanied by threats of dismissal with little or no compensation 
from the bosses, and it does appear that some people when having been frustrated at 
their workplace tend to project that frustration to the innocent kids with punishment even 
for minor mistakes. The father even to extent of beating our mother too, especially 
when he was under the influence of intoxicating liquor (Family Profile 31). 

Another situation which prevented students’ family members from achieving the capability of 
being able to work as human beings, to exercise practical reasoning and to enter into 
meaningful relationships with fellow workers was where students and their family members 
were forced to take up exploitative paid employment against their will.  

My father was working as a slave in this farm. He was doing all the work, he was the 
garden boy,71 he was ploughing big fields alone, milking cows in the morning and in the 
evening and he had to spend the whole day in the field looking after the cattle, sheep, 
goats etc. At the age of 15 I was working as a domestic worker and that was very 
painful because the work was very hard for me, and what frustrated me worse was that 
I was never asked by my father's employers to work instead I was forced and I was told 
if I didn't want to work I had to leave that farm. What about my help at home for my 
sisters? Who was going to look after them? That was very painful (female rural African 
student, Family Profile 63). 

The account above is a good example of the injustices which family members were subjected 
to both in relation to their paid employment and to their ability to give and receive care.72  Both 

                                                  
71 The student is here employing the derogatory term ‘garden boy’ which employers used for the men who did 
domestic work for them. 
72 It also reflects the extent to which resident farm workers’ family members were regarded as sources of unpaid 
labour on the basis that the relationship between land-owner/farmer and working resident was one that required all 
members of the worker’s household to provide labour power in exchange for the wage paid to the household head 
and the right to reside on farm land (Sharp and Spiegel 1990).  
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the student and her father were subjected to harsh labour conditions, with the father single-
handedly having to engage in many different onerous tasks. Once again the notion of 
privileged irresponsibility is starkly visible in this student’s account, as the father is not 
recognised as an adult human being (the student describes his status as a garden ‘boy’). His 
own needs for limitations to the amount of work and for rest and adequate compensation were 
ignored. Furthermore, his dependency needs in relation to his family members were completely 
disregarded, with him being regarded rather as a head of a household that was understood to 
constitute a single labour-supplying unit (including his daughter) and whose sole purpose was 
to provide services to the employer. The coercion of the student to engage in domestic work for 
the employer at the threat of expulsion and at the expense of caring for her own siblings 
indicates the extent to which the needs of students and their family members were subsumed 
to the needs of those in privileged positions, in this instance, the employer and who ever 
resided in the employer’s household. The exploitative and exclusionary practices with regard to 
paid employment placed many students and their family members in the painful predicament of 
being unable to attend to the needs of their dependents, both through the lack of time they had 
to spend with their dependents, and the lack of resources for meeting their needs.  

 
 
 

 Being able to imagine, to think, and to reason in a way 
informed and cultivated by an adequate education. 

Students were very aware of the unfairness and discrimination against their family members in 
terms of exclusion from educational opportunities on institutional racist grounds. They 
recognised that the state’s educational policies were one of the fundamental causes of the 
disparity in access to resources between those marked black and those marked white, and that 
they had resulted in the impoverishment of their own family members. Furthermore, the 
apartheid state’s educational policies were held responsible for the innumerable advantages 
which those marked white had over those marked black, for example, in being able to acquire 
the skills which were required for jobs which were well paid and had societal salience. The 
apartheid state provided abundant resources, including funding, for white education, while it 
deliberately under-resourced black education, which was designed to be inferior (Kallaway 
2002).  

Although many more resources have been channelled to historically disadvantaged schools 
since 1994, the situation remains a very unequal one. This is due to the large majority of the 
education budget (80 per cent) being devoted to teacher salaries and little effort being made to 
deploy more teachers in what have long been poorer-resourced schools. Little had changed, 
therefore, for pupils in poor areas. South Africa has a poor record in terms of performance at 
schools, with stark differences between the performance of teachers and pupils from the 
various racial categories designated by the apartheid government. Moreover, teachers have 
traditionally had strong unions and have wielded a great deal of power in their demands on 
government. The inequalities and disparities in the schooling system have consequently not 
changed that much, as each school continues to service a particular income group in a 
particular residential area. Wealthy (previously white) schools rely on private income to 
maintain them, and poor (black) schools remain disadvantaged, with overcrowded classrooms, 
large pupil-teacher ratios, inadequate textbooks, an ethos of apathy and poorly trained 
teachers. The most reliable indicator of success in education is the matriculation pass rate and 
statistics still demonstrate disparities between previously (and still) advantaged and 
disadvantaged schools and provinces (Seekings 2003).  

 All in all, then, there is still a gross discrepancy between the resources available in former 
white schools and schools where African pupils predominate (termed Department of Education 
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and Training because, under apartheid, they were administered separately from other schools 
by the government Department of that name). As one student observed: 

The absence of resources, not only in the present but also in the past, means that in 
general the facilities available, and the quality of education provided, for black children 
of school-going age have always been and remains far below those of white children. 
There has to be a fair, politically acceptable method of ensuring who gets access to 
what education (Family Profile 2). 

Factors such as the teacher-pupil ratio in black schools as opposed to white schools, the 
equipment available to these schools, the teachers’ qualifications and a lack of transport and 
access to school facilities in the students’ residential areas were all reported over and over 
again in students’ accounts, as examples of how institutional racism has affected educational 
opportunities and consequently family practices. Students in rural areas were most severely 
affected, as there was sometimes no access to secondary school education in the vicinity. This 
meant that if students and family members wished to attend secondary schools they had to 
leave their households and go to relatives or, if they had the resources, to boarding school, 
which most students and their family members could not afford. 

There is also a problem of unequal education between black and white people. The 
black schools are overcrowded, the class is composed of more than sixty pupils 
whereas whites only about thirty to forty in a class. The black schools are facing a 
problem of a lack of equipment. It is worse in schools in rural areas because these 
areas are backward and neglected by the State (Family Profile 28).  

The schools we went to, lacked resources like the basics – library books and well 
trained teachers and the method of learning was poor compared to multi-racial schools 
in which they had everything. I remembered when I finished standard four, I want to go 
to a commercial school which was white and their fees were so high and made it 
impossible for blacks to be admitted (Family Profile 99). 

Coloured and African children were treated differently in terms of exclusion from educational 
opportunities, particularly in rural areas, where African children were more severely 
disadvantaged, as the following coloured male student who grew up on a farm relates with 
regard to his father’s views on how Africans were treated on the farm: 

What always made my father sad was to see how black [African] people were 
disadvantaged and abused. Although there were not many black people living on the 
farm, institutionalised racism was clearly visible. Black children, for example, didn’t go 
to school and had to work with their parents on the lands. They also had to live in small 
rooms without electricity and water, far from the community (coloured rural male 
student, Family Profile 33). (My translation from Afrikaans) 

As well as having been subjected to inadequate facilities, and in some instances no 
opportunities for anything but primary school education, many students, particularly African 
students, reported that their family members could not afford to go to school, went to school 
later than other children, or had to leave school early to assist the family to survive. Although 
this was not directly due to institutional racism per se, the multiple effects of exclusionary 
practices from resources and power meant that family members were struggling to survive, and 
had to assist each other in this process. In some instances, students reported that the family 
member concerned had him/herself decided to leave school; in others, they were reported to 
have been left little choice but to leave school. Leaving school early then had major 
implications for that family member, the other family members and the coming generations, as 
it limited the labour market opportunities that that individual could take, and thus the family’s 
access to resources. This in turn impacted on the following generation’s ability to change their 
situation by furthering their own educational qualifications. 

My eldest sister, Hester and my eldest brother Arnoldis, could not attend school, 
because they had to help my mother work on the farm so that we could have an extra 
income in our home (Family Profile 107). 



 116

Because of shortage of schools I started attending school at the age of ten years. The 
name of my school was Tsembeyi JSS73 and it was situated very far from my home. I 
left school the time I was doing standard four and look for job. My mother was the only 
person who cared for the whole family and I knew that she wouldn't manage to take 
every child to school. Because of that reason I thought maybe I can manage to help my 
mother and grandparents too because they were pensioners. I decided to leave the 
school because my friends were already working on mines (Family Profile 70). 

The above quote is an example of many issues in relation to the students’ family members 
being denied adequate educational opportunities. Firstly, the family member was 
disadvantaged in having to start school at an advanced age. Secondly, the school was situated 
at a distance from the family home. Thirdly, he was obliged to leave school early due to the 
lack of resources in the household to send all children to school. His mother’s status as a 
single parent and his grandparents’ vulnerability as pensioners necessitated his leaving school 
to search for work in the mines. The cycle of migration and deprivation due to low wages would 
probably have been repeated in the relationships he established and the children and kin he 
acquired through these relationships, but for the fact that, in this case, he had managed to find 
the means to complete his schooling and enrol in a tertiary institution (UWC). 

In addition to exclusion from primary and secondary schooling, students reported that family 
members were affected by not being able to study at Historically White Universities (HWUs; 
alternatively Historically Advantaged Institutions or HAIs), and consequently having to travel 
long distances to attend institutions constructed, under apartheid, for the racial categories to 
which they were designated. In the following accounts, discriminatory legislation and the 
greater expense of studying at previously White institutions than at somewhere such as UWC 
is reported to have made it prohibitive for students to pursue education in these facilities: 

After my father had matriculated he wanted to attend university. This was made 
impossible because he could not attend the University of Cape Town.74 This meant that 
he would have to travel to University of Western Cape.75 This would mean that he 
would have to travel from Grassy Park to Bellville every day which would mean that this 
was going to be extremely expensive (Family Profile 84). 

Black people had to apply for permit76 to study for example at the University of Cape 
Town (Family Profile 80). 

The lack of educational opportunities had serious consequences for family members and their 
neighbours. The following account gives an indication of these effects on youth in the 
community and also on the student and his brother who were academically very talented but 
thwarted in their attempts to obtain access to education:  

Paballelo has got an extremely high rate of young illiterates. These are young 
teenagers who are supposed to be at school but are sitting at home, the girls with 
babies, the boys roaming the streets.The township's one and only high school was only 
built in 1983. Prior to that only parents who could afford it sent their children to 
secondary school, often to the Transkei or Ciskei, and there were really only a few who 
could. Personally our family was also affected, we lost valuable school going years. My 
brother had to drop out of school after obtaining his Junior Certificate (Std 8) because 
there was not enough money to keep him going. We became disillusioned, terribly 
frustrated and at some stages wanted to give up because our efforts were yielding no 
fruits as it seemed then. My mother urged and supported us to go on (Family Profile 9). 

                                                  
73 JSS represents Junior Secondary School which is a school ending with Grade 10. 
74 The University of Cape Town is situated near the city centre in Rondebosch. 
75 The University of the Western Cape is situated in Bellville, some 20 kilometers from the city centre. 
76 In 1959 the National Party Government passed an extension of the University Education Act.  This prohibited the 
admission of any person not marked white to universities, other than those specifically established for them, without a 
permit from the Minister of State. This legislation was amended in the early 1980s (University of Cape Town: South 
African Universities Amendment Bill, 1982-1983: http:www.aim25.ac.uk). 
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The above excerpt provides an example of the positive attitude many had towards schooling: 
how, despite institutional racism which had led to the exclusion of the student and his brother 
from educational opportunities, they were encouraged to persevere and pursue their education 
into a tertiary level, with the support of their family members. There were other accounts which 
showed that circumstances did not remain static and that, through family members’ persistent 
efforts, as well as outside mechanisms of support such as labour unions, family members 
managed to change and improve their lives, thus making the path easier for other family 
members to do the same. Students’ mothers and fathers sacrificed a great deal to send their 
children to educational institutions so that they could receive training and be in a better position 
to gain access to the resources and power from which their parents had been excluded: 

My parents did not get education because their parents did not encourage them to go to 
school. Everyone did not cope. When we were born, my father told himself that 
although he is not educated his children will get education. He believed that if he gives 
his children education, the pain of the past can be relieved (Family Profile 70). 

 
 

 Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length 
The ability to live to the end of a human life of normal length is dependent upon access to 
resources. Seventy-three percent of students indicated that resources generally were 
inadequate in the communities in which they resided. Students reported limited clinic and 
hospital facilities in their areas, which led to dire consequences for their family members: 

The question of health and welfare in my community has been a problem for a long time. 
It is believed in my family that Nomlindi (one of my aunts) shouldn't have been killed of an 
unknown disease if there were clinics (Family Profile 118). 

If hospital and clinic facilities were available, they were very crowded, with inadequate 
resources and medical staff, which made it difficult for family members to be competently and 
adequately attended to in terms of their health needs, sometimes with fatal consequences: 

At one point, in 1976, Mrs Ketale fell pregnant, but didn't know that she was expecting 
twins. So the day she gave birth she had the first baby but the midwife realised that 
there was another one left. They then had to rush her to hospital. But because the 
hospital was for blacks only, there was a shortage for doctors and the waiting for the 
doctor caused her to lose the remaining baby. Furthermore, because the babies were 
premature and the lack of facilities at the hospital, the first baby also eventually died. 
Because of the loss, the family didn't know how to overcome it and instead replaced the 
twins with a baby girl (Family Profile 11). 

Exclusion from white facilities also caused unnecessary deaths:  

I also feel that because of this type of racism, my father lost a sister who was very dear 
to him, namely Jane. She was a victim of not being attended to in hospital. It happened 
one Saturday evening when she suddenly became ill, they rushed her to hospital but 
she was wheeled into the corridor and had to wait until doctors were available to treat 
her as they were attending to "white" patients on the other side of the hospital and as a 
result of that she died in the hospital corridors as a result of a haemorrhage (Family 
Profile 94). 

In their accounts, students indicated how aware they were of the disparities between the 
treatment of those differentially marked by race, and the consequences of these disparities. 
One student commented that if you were brown (coloured) or black (African) not much 
attention was paid to you in the health system.  

There were hospitals for whites only and those which were for blacks lacked almost any 
good doctors as well as best treatment. There were not enough resources in our 
communities which made the community to suffer. The lack of resources in our black 
communities resulted in the high death rate since opportunities were few for blacks to 
be treated in white hospitals which had best treatment as well as best doctors (Family 
Profile 97). 
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It was not only the inferior and inadequate health services that were identified by students as 
being detrimental to their family members’ health, but also the unhygienic conditions where 
they lived which impacted upon childrens’ and adults’ health status and well-being. 

There is no electricity in the old township, no tarred roads and no outside drains are 
provided. Therefore the water always stands for days. This standing water is unhealthy 
for adults and children. The children are more affected because they always end up 
playing outside and thereby pick up diseases. Personally I am touched and negatively 
affected by the drastic lack of network resources and facilities in the township (Family 
Profile 9). 

In addition to deaths from inadequate health resources, one student commented that family 
members lost their lives in the liberation struggle against apartheid (Family Profile 28). 

Some students reported that forced removals were responsible for the deaths of family 
members, particularly those who were elderly and found the process very traumatic: 

The family was forced to move from their home because it would be regarded as a 
"white area". Pa said that his father was a very timid man, and the forced removal was 
just too much for him to cope with, this resulting in his death77 (Family Profile 21). 

The violence which many students, particularly those in Cape Town’s Cape Flats areas, lived 
with in their communities, and the prevalence of gangsterism, were also seen as threats to 
family members’ ability to live a human life of normal length.  

In order to cope with the inadequate health care resources at their disposal, students described 
various strategies adopted by family members. For African students and their family members, 
one was to ‘pass’ as coloured in order to gain access to better facilities, as the following 
account demonstrates:  

Institutional racism has also caused my parents to lie so that my brother could be admitted 
to a Coloured hospital to save his life after an asthma attack (Family Profile 80).  

Other African students from rural areas reported that family members treated themselves 
because they were denied access to health facilities or, as in the following case, even denied 
the means by which to contact health facilities, with dire consequences: 

When someone was hurt and needed an ambulance they often had to run far distances 
or to a nearby farm for a phone. In some cases they were denied the use of a phone at 
these farms. This often led to family members treating the person themselves which 
often resulted in infection of the wound or death (Family Profile 28). 

The human capabilities approach evaluates how people are doing in terms of their ability to 
flourish. The inability to forestall death and the racialised basis on which this occurred in South 
Africa, is one of the most extreme forms of institutional racism. The students’ accounts provide 
detailed testimony to its effects on their family members. 

 
  

 To be adequately nourished 
 

Some students indicated that they or their family members were malnourished as children, as a 
result of lack of access to resources. Instances of unemployment of parents led to students and 
family members being deprived of adequate nourishment. 

Our father was a builder. He was building houses for people and other contractors were 
employing him. I got [a school] uniform if my father got a job. There were times when I 
would go to school without breakfast and very often that I had to attend with no 
provision for interval (Family Profile 102). 

                                                  
77 John Western (1996:218-219) gives other examples of elderly people dying after removals due to severe distress, 
lacking the resilience to cope and giving up. 
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There were times we slept without food, making sacrifices that our basic needs were 
being taken care of (Family Profile 50). 

This kind of racism is more destructive than cultural racism for it discriminated my family 
in terms of employment, education, which are the basics for survival because you can't 
get food if you are unemployed, you can't send your children to school if you don't have 
money (Family Profile 14). 

 

 Being able to laugh, play, to enjoy recreational activities 
Some students remembered how as children, during the days of apartheid, they were affected 
by not being allowed to use recreational facilities such as beaches and parks as they were 
marked as ‘Whites only’.78 Others heard these stories from their parents. Students discussed 
how family members had dealt with these hurtful situations, and how they, as parents and 
children, tried to make sense of these forms of exclusion on the basis of their racial 
categorisation. 

Even as a child the researcher can recall how she could not play in a park because it 
was reserved for whites (Family Profile 61).  

Children in the family didn’t always understand how come certain people were allowed 
in certain places and others not. As a result it was very difficult for parents to explain to 
their children. How does a parent say to a child that his colour is excluding him? The 
family handled the situation by staying away from so-called “white places” in the 
community (Family Profile 48) (My translation from Afrikaans). 

We could not swim at any beaches because many of them were reserved for whites. 
We were not permitted into some restaurants and hotels. Some public toilets were 
reserved for whites only. Camp sites were often designated "whites only". When we had 
to use a train, there were certain carriages in which we weren't allowed to get in. Many 
of the "whites only" signs which we had to endure were all very heartbreaking and 
made us resent the government (Family Profile 23). 

Institutional racism affected the family the most. This kind of racism restricted the family 
from wonderful opportunities. It restricted the family from entering or visiting places like 
beaches, pubs, restaurants, etc. My father was the only one who visited these places 
because he had a very light skin. My mother did not restrict her husband from visiting 
these places but actually encouraged him to go so that he could tell his family about the 
wonderful places. The family did not reject him. The family supported each other and 
coped very well with the idea that they were restricted from certain places. The verbal 
explanation that was always given by my father satisfied the family members especially 
the children (Family Profile 24). 

 

The above accounts indicate the ways in which students and their family members perceived 
and made sense of ‘petty’ apartheid policies which prescribed the geographical spaces which 
they could and could not inhabit and which limited their capability to laugh, play and enjoy 
recreational activities. Students’ accounts show that children were initially puzzled about the 
denial of access to beaches, parks, toilets, public transport etc. Parents were placed in 
awkward situations where they had to make sense to their children of this denial of access to 
amenities. This was handled in a variety of ways – by avoiding the places that were prohibited, 
or by giving some form of explanation. The accounts indicate the resentment (we were not 
considered white enough) and pain (all very heartbreaking) experienced as a result.  

Family members with lighter complexions who could ‘pass’ for whites were reportedly able to 
inhabit spaces reserved for whites, thus making the achievement of this capability differential 

                                                  
78 As the legal academic, John Dugard (1978) noted, the simple sign ‘Whites Only’ in South Africa was one of the 
greatest causes of racial humiliation. Restrictions such as these which enforced different facilities for those 
differentially marked by racial categories came to be known as ‘petty apartheid’, a phrase that fails to reflect the hurt 
and sense of shame and denigration (the misrecognition) that individuals consequently suffered, particularly as 
children. 
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within families, depending on their differential physical markings. This could have had the 
potential to cause further resentment although, in the last quoted example, family members 
rationalised the privileges of the father who ‘passed’ for white by vicariously taking part in his 
experiences through listening to his stories about the forbidden places. Students also related 
how family members were prevented from socialising with colleagues through denial of entry to 
hotels and bars due to their racial markings. They also described many thwarted opportunities 
in pursuing competitive sports, an aspect which the second account below illustrates.  

…he still feels very upset about it. It was in 1976, my father was booked into an hotel in 
Standerton.79  He was supposed to attend a seminar. On his arrival he could not enter 
the hotel but was told to use the hotel's back door. If it was his choice he would have 
done something to the porter. And later the same evening when he and the managing 
director of the company who he worked for wanted to go to the bar, my father was 
turned away and told if he wanted a drink he could get it at the ladies' bar. He felt utterly 
humiliated. But my father did not let this bring him down. Although he is still bitter about 
the apartheid regime he can control himself (Family Profile 106). 

I can remember I was in standard three and started swimming competitively. I was quite 
good and my father wanted me to swim professionally. My mother then said it would be 
a waste of time because it would be pointless swimming and then facing the possibility 
of never having the opportunity of swimming in major competitions and even entering 
the Olympics. I was extremely disappointed that I could not continue because of the 
colour of my skin (Family Profile 84). 

What is striking about all these accounts in relation to petty apartheid policies and the 
limitations that these imposed on students and their family members is the inclusion of how 
these forms of discrimination impacted emotionally on the affected parties. The emotions 
expressed by students in relation to their personal experiences of institutional racism need to 
be taken seriously as having the potential to lead to forms of internalised oppression, which will 
be discussed in greater detail in the section on how family members and students coped with 
institutional racism. 

 

 Freedom of association 
The Group Areas Act and other legislated racialised spatial divisions, such as the homeland 
system, and all the petty apartheid policies which gave access to resources to those marked 
white and kept out those who were not, had the effect of preventing people from associating 
with those who were differentially marked.  

Both my parent's families have been affected by forced removals from an area where 
they felt they belonged and were part of to an arid peace [piece] of land where they had 
to start from scratch. Government constituted that Blacks had to be separated from the 
'Coloureds' which saw my maternal and paternal grandparents [as Africans] being 
forced to move to Paballelo80 township (Family Profile 9).  

The physical separation had the effect of estranging people from each other and encouraging 
some people from the most disadvantaged categories (Africans), to construct new identities for 
themselves in order to ‘pass’ as coloureds.81  The way in which this could affect family practices 
is evident in the example below, which describes how ‘traditions and customs’ were changed in 
order to adhere to a newly acquired ‘coloured’ identity and obscure the ‘African’ one: 

People changed their African surnames and adopted English or Afrikaans ones to be 
accepted in a system that despised of Blacks. By so doing most abandoned their 
traditions and customs in a bid to appear more Coloured and thus be partially accepted 
by the State and its agents (Family Profile 9). 

                                                  
79 Small town in Gauteng Province 
80 Paballelo is the township near Upington to which Africans were relocated. 
81 See Western (1996:37) for further discussion on Africans passing for coloureds. 
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The compound effects of institutional racism  
on family members’ capabilities for human flourishing 
Institutional racism involved a number of social, legal, economic and political strategies or 
mechanisms of exclusion for those categorised as non-white in settler societies such as South 
Africa (Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis 1995). I have outlined the way in which institutional racism in 
South Africa was reported by students to have affected them and their family members. The 
various forms of institutional racism they referred to were mutually reinforcing, resulting in 
compounded effects on family practices. I have examined the issue of what it is that students 
and their family members were and were not able to do in relation to resources made available 
or denied them as a result of institutional racism, in relation to the human capabilities 
approach. A consideration the students’ reports shows clearly that they believed that their lives 
and those of their family members lacked many of the capabilities outlined in Sen’s (1995) and 
Nussbaum’s (1995; 2000) approach. In terms of their accounts, it could therefore be concluded 
that their lives and those of their family members fell far short of what would be regarded as 
beneficial conditions for human flourishing. It was not just in one way that this was reported to 
have occurred, but in a multitude of forms of racialised exclusion which together destroyed 
social structures and support systems through a range of public policies and practices.  

Lack of access to education led to poverty, which in turn led to an inability to gain access to 
education, which was compounded by an inferior education system made available to black 
students, which further impacted upon family members’ impoverishment. The lack of and 
inadequate housing available to black families and the conditions under which they lived were 
further debilitating factors, as were racialised restrictions on employment opportunities and 
denial of access to recreational facilities. However, it is the system of forced removals which 
seems, in students’ accounts, to have been regarded as the most pernicious, having had the 
effect of destroying people’s homes, taking away their property, assets and land, destroying 
bonds between people, preventing people from practising important religious rituals and 
displacing people from loved and familiar places to strange ones without infrastructure and 
access to employment.  

A criticism could be levelled at the information in the students’ accounts in that apartheid 
policies such as forced removals, influx control and petty apartheid policies were abandoned 
two decades ago and the information could now be seen as outdated. However, the students’ 
accounts make it clear that both the continuing practical legacy of these forms of apartheid and 
their own and their family members’ memories still affect students and their family members, 
both in terms of their present material circumstances and in terms of their emotional and 
cultural identities.  

In addition to noting the devastating effects of institutional racism on students and their family 
members, it is important to note also students’ reports of the different ways they and their 
family members managed to cope under the consequently extremely difficult circumstances. In 
post-colonial conceptions of social work and gender studies, people’s agency in relation to 
socio-cultural practices which have affected them is being increasingly focused upon (Williams 
and Popay 1999a; 1999b, Parton & O’Byrne 2000; Graham 2002; Reynolds 2002, Tangenburg 
and Kemp 2002, Vodde and Gallant 2002, Parton 2003). In the following section, the notion of 
agency is addressed in considering what students and their family members did in order to 
cope with the effects of institutional racism. 
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How students and their family members coped  
with institutional racism 
In many accounts of the effects of forms of colonisation on African and American peoples, 
there is a tendency to ignore the agency of indigenous people or to portray them as victims 
(Kallaway 2002). The tendency to attribute authenticity to valorised representations of black 
women only as victims of suffering and marginalisation without reference to their work as active 
agents in addressing their needs in particularised local settings.has been critiqued by Reynolds 
(2002). In order to overcome this essentialised construction of fixed positions of oppression, 
where agency is ignored, it is important to pay attention to how students portrayed their own 
and their family members’ ways of responding to the many forms of exclusion that have been 
outlined in this chapter. Students’ responses to how they and their family members coped with 
institutional racism fell into six broad categories. The first of these was through family members 
supporting each other in the face of institutional racism. This is an aspect focused on by black 
feminist writers, who have emphasised the importance of family in relation to the support which 
is offered to members who are exposed to racism (Carby 1982; hooks 1982). The second 
major response described by students is resignation, which took two forms: either an 
avoidance of situations in which they were discriminated against or acceptance of the situation 
through different kinds of rationalisation, for example, belief in God’s salvation for their 
suffering. Thirdly, students described collective forms of coping with institutional racism where 
they joined fellow workers, members of their communities, or political organisations to 
challenge institutional racism and change their circumstances. The fourth response is forms of 
self-destructive behaviour such as alcohol and drug use and abuse and violence towards 
family members. The fifth response to institutional racism, as expressed by students, was 
hatred of whites as perpetrators of institutional racism as well as those regarded as privileged 
on account of institutional racism. The sixth was a response of reconciliation and forgiveness 
towards those who had denied students and their family members access to resources. I now 
deal with each type of response in turn, although in practice they seem often to have 
overlapped to some extent. 

 

Family members’ support for each other 
Some students described family members as being very supportive towards each other in the 
day–to-day experiences of being excluded from the resources, power and opportunities 
needed for their flourishing. Students reported that family members provided each other with 
emotional support, restoring each other’s dignity when it had been bruised, by reaffirming to 
each other their strengths and abilities through mutual encouragement, using themselves as 
examples of having survived racist practices and using humour to diffuse negative feelings:  

My mother's way of supporting us was to protect us within the family setting. We were 
brought up not to think less of ourselves. She also kept us away from things (racism) 
outside our society (Family Profile 36). 

The family from both my mother and fathers side was a beacon of support for one 
another. Especially because in those days no one was allowed to speak out against the 
‘White’ Regime, and had to accept the way of living under apartheid laws. Thus, people 
obviously spoke out against the government but not openly and therefore they needed 
the support of each other in order to drain all frustrations and angers and I am sure that 
if that family and friends support base was not available many people would probably 
have gone ‘nuts’ (Family Profile 2). 
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When my grandmother and I were standing at a till in Edgars,82 the shop assistant 
helped the white lady who came after us. When we go to exchange or credit something 
at a shop, the shop assistant puts up such an argument because we are coloured. 
Whites have no problems in this regard. I remember walking past restaurants as child 
reading a sign that says whites only. I also remember how it felt when my cousins and I 
were refused entry at Muizenberg and Sea Point pavillion83 because we were coloured. 
When my mother telephoned a white man about his account that was in arrears he 
called her a ‘Hotnot’.84  Our family coped with these situations by using humour. We 
used to laugh about it afterwards, we discussed the white people and how pathetic and 
scared they are of non-whites (Family Profile 27). 

Students also often referred to how family members gave material support in the forms of 
shelter, food and collective ways of sharing money in order to survive: 

We coped with institutional racism by working hand in hand like supporting the others 
who are not employed and living happily and with understanding in the overcrowded 
house until houses were issued and other members moved to stay separately (Family 
Profile 58). 

 
 
 
 

Resignation to one’s situation 
A second major response to institutional racism was a more passive one, tending towards 
resignation or acceptance. Since there were severe consequences for defying the laws, 
students related how they and their family members tried to avoid situations where they would 
be rejected on the basis of their racial categorisation. Some students reported that they did not 
oppose apartheid policies as they feared imprisonment and separation from family members. 
Others tried to make sense of what was happening to them through belief in God, believing 
that their lives would ultimately be changed with God’s intervention. 

There was no specific way the family coped with these institutionalised laws. The only 
way we could deal with them was to accept them and not ask any questions. Being a 
coloured or black working class citizen did not always count in your favour and any run-
in with the law surely would have negative consequences. So if we saw a toilet with a 
"whites only" sign we just went and looked for another toilet elsewhere. Causing a 
scene about the issue would not have made matters easier, but more difficult than what 
things are already (Family Profile 10). 

In my family, we managed to cope with all those restrictions since we didn't want to lose 
what we had. My father used to say, we must be satisfied with the way we live because 
God is there and watching, someday He will drag us out of the miserable life that we 
were living just because we were black. We supported each other in every aspect of our 
lives to ensure family love, support and unity. We didn't want those racial conflicts to 
break our bond as a family. My parents were very strict on a sense that we must not be 
against and fight with whites as those times you were sent to prison if you have an 
attitude towards whites. We never wanted to lose any member of our family for those 
reasons, we only accepted death to keep us apart but not political issue which may lead 
to prison (Family Profile 97). 

 
 

Collective Action 
A third group of students wrote about how their family members coped with institutional racism 
through collective discussion that sometimes led to activism.  

Family members supported each other by taking into consideration that this type of 
racism is caused by apartheid. It is also experienced by all non-white racial groups. In 

                                                  
82 National chain of shops selling mainly clothing and household items. 
83 Muizenberg and Seapoint pavilions are popular beach locations in Cape Town. 
84 Derogatory term for a person marked as coloured. 
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this way people in the community including my family adopted the situation by 
accepting that the problem of racism does not happen to them only but to other people 
who are not white (Family Profile 20). 

Because I believe that we are a relatively broad-minded family we would regularly 
discuss political and social economic issues around the dinner table. These informal 
debates supported us in our unconscious search for answers to controversial issues 
(Family Profile No 101). 

Realising that one is not alone in one’s experiences makes it possible to build coalitions with 
others and engage in political action. Students described how family members had attempted 
to change their situations by engaging in various forms of collective action. Some reported that 
family members shared their grievances in forums such as collective meetings that also 
provided a basis for mutual community support. They were also able to share resources 
through such organisations as credit unions: 

Normally our family blamed the government, whenever there was a lack of resources. 
We as a family normally attend community meetings and let our voices heard. People in 
the community were very close, so whenever there was a crisis, everyone stood 
together. In this way things were so much easier (Family Profile 104). 

Institutional racism still exists. People are still fighting to gain access to life's basic 
resources. In an attempt to alleviate financial problems, my father together with other 
"family-heads" formed a "stokvel"85 to which they contributed regularly. Their effort in 
this regard produce invaluable profits/benefits (Family Profile 70). 

Others reported that family members had joined trade unions and political organisations, or 
become involved in rent boycotts, in the hope of changing institutional racist policies and 
achieving political emancipation: 

Family members and the community have supported one another by boycotting and 
going on strikes in the hope of changing all of this. Most of my family members were 
very active in the struggle to rectify this situation. Those who were/are teachers 
struggled alongside the activists to rectify the system and still do today (Family Profile 
89). 

The dissatisfactions of the community is seen through rent boycotts because people 
pay high bills of rent and electricity hence the services are not rendered in the 
townships like the refuse services, which is not collected at all, so problems like that 
lead to boycotts. The community formed structures to address problems like this to the 
council. My father was also among the people who worked hard and urge the 
Government to install more water pumps and they there can be pipes along every 
alternative street. My father used to tell us stories how Boers were treating them during 
the dompas time. That one was taken to prison if he/she was not found in possession of 
his/her passbook. We have even experienced an arrest at home due to my sister not 
being in possession of a pass book. Policies contribute towards the hatred one has for 
a certain white superior group in SA. We tried to fight against it by joining democratic 
organisations such as the ANC (Family Profile 2). 

This unequal treatment made our families to change their behaviour and to join 
organisations which will liberate them from oppression. At work my brothers had to join 
trade unions in order to fight for job security, equal pay, working hours, etc. (Family 
Profile 1) 

An example of how responses to institutional racism could simultaneously challenge state 
authorities and be supportive of family members’ physical, material and emotional needs is 
provided in the following excerpt, where the student and his brother responded to experiences 
of institutional racism through involvement with ‘comrades’, black youth involved in violent 

                                                  
85 A stokvel is an African term meaning a rotating credit association and has, for the past 50 years, been a common 
practice for sharing and saving money in townships. People contribute on a weekly, two weekly or monthly basis 
and withdraw the money in rotation or when a need arises (such as to pay University fees for a family 
member). It has been estimated that 50% of black adults in South Africa invest approximately R12-billion in 
stokvels and burial societies annually (UCT Monday Paper 15 Septermber 2003:1). 
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opposition to the apartheid state and seen as leaders of the anti-apartheid struggle (Morrell 
and Moletsane 2002): 

We became disillusioned, terribly frustrated and at some stages wanted to give up 
because our efforts were yielding no fruits as it seemed then. My mother urged and 
supported us to go on. We had our uncle's and aunts to look up to, our own role 
models. That is basically why Johnny and I are studying today, we kept our dreams 
alive and got tremendous support from our family members During November of 1985, 
my elder brother and myself along with twenty four other comrades were arrested, 
charged and convicted for political motivated murder of a black policeman. The 
policeman was killed by a large mob of angry and frustrated residents who needed to 
vent their anger one or the other way, killing part of the 'enemy' was the ultimate. The 
police rounded up and arrested those they had identified and branded as youth leaders, 
women's structures leaders, civic leaders, the clergy and professional teachers who 
sympathised with the people's struggle and charged them with the murder. Although 
people in the township did offer financial and material assistance during our ordeal 
which lasted for five years before we were actually sentenced, my mother and our 
family members were our (my brother and myself) sole providers. Stack (1975) in 
Dominelli (1991:61) rightfully asserts that many poor families survive only by drawing on 
a network of relatives and friends who can help them extend their meager resources. 
Often these supportive networks stretched to the limit as they exist within a community 
that is itself materially poor. The overwhelming love and support we got from the 
township residents was just not enough although it was healing and soothing. My 
maternal uncles and aunts were a tremendous source of support throughout our pain, 
sharing it with us, providing emotional, financial and physical support and valuable legal 
aid and advice. This was not one unique situation but every crises saw my maternal 
relations gathering to give each other love and support to cope. This special affection 
and care for each other is virtually absent to a great extent in my paternal relation 
structures (Family Profile 9). 

What the student portrays very strongly in this excerpt is the importance of kin with regard to 
the ability to cope both with institutional racism and with the consequences of becoming 
involved in challenging the apartheid system.  

 
 
 
 
 

Interiorised anger  
A few students reported that family members had resorted to alcohol and violence towards 
each other as a result of the racism they experienced in the public sphere.  

This kind of racism also affected the family a lot but the most susceptible were the 
parents who were employed by the whites. They were subjected to abnormal working 
hours and conditions accompanied by threats of dismissal with little or no compensation 
from the bosses, and it does appear that some people when having been frustrated at 
their workplace tend to project that frustration to the innocent kids with punishment even 
for minor mistakes. The father even to extent of beating our mother too, especially 
when he was under the influence of intoxicating liquor. To cope with that stressful 
situation we had to tolerate whatever came our way and parents in particular had to be 
submissive to their bosses because we all know that to survive the harshness of their 
bosses especially in a capitalised situation there has to be docile, submissive and 
unquestioning workforce reinforced by external rewards for individual achievements 
(Family Profile 31). 

Institutional racism had affected the family through displacement. Family members who 
are involved in paid labour would come from work frustrated by the dictatorship of white 
supremacy. They would come full of anger and the atmosphere would be tense at 
home. Instead of hitting back that frustration to the boss, family members would be the 
victims. They did that because they have lost that respect so they want to regain it 
again from their family members as they are the only shoulders to lean on (Family 
Profile 15). 
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These excerpts are examples of students’ interpretations of violence towards family members. 
Poupart (2003) has referred extensively to this internalised response to the violence 
experienced by American Indian communities. She repeatedly noted that destructive behaviour 
such as violence towards family members, drug and alchohol abuse is not acknowledged by 
the dominant culture as being a response to the abuse and violence stemming from 
institutional racism. Yet students’ accounts support her assertions: rather than holding their 
parents accountable for destructive behaviour, they attributed this behaviour to the institutional 
racism to which their parents were subjected.  

Such findings also resonate with those of the Australian social work academic Bob Pease 
(2002) in his work for the Dulwich Centre with indigenous people whose relatives had died in 
police custody. Pease identified the injustices suffered by Aboriginal families and then traced 
their effects in people’s behaviour. The three major injustices he identified were a history of 
Australian state genocide of Aboriginals, Aboriginals’ loss of land and the state policy of 
removing children from their parents. Others included the high levels of unemployment, poverty 
and homelessness, inadequate funding of Aboriginal organisations, the treatment of Aboriginal 
children at schools and police harassment (Pease 2002:143). Some of the effects he identified 
among Aborigines themselves were: guilt, shame, anger, self-hate, a sense of powerlessness, 
fear of further genocide, a sense of loss of Aboriginal identity and a fear of destruction of 
Aboriginal culture (Pease 2002:143). 

  
 
 
 
 
 

Exteriorised anger – hatred towards those with more 
privileges 
Students’ accounts suggest that they regarded hatred towards whites less as a response to 
their own and their family members’ experiences of institutional racism than as a form of 
personal racism on their own part. This is probably due to the wording of the definition of 
personal racism that appeared in the Family-in-Community Profile assignment: ‘attitudes and 
behaviours which result in a negative prejudgement of racial groups’. It appears that students 
construed any response involving their own or their family members’ hatred of whites to be an 
instance of their own personal racism or individual prejudice. Whether the negative perception 
of those who have more privileges by those who have fewer, can be seen as personal racism 
or as a justified response to exclusion from the necessities to achieve capabilities of function, is 
a matter of opinion. The students saw it as a form of racism, but many theorists on racism 
would not regard it as such (Aitken and Burman 1999, Dei 1999, Garcia and van Soest 2000, 
Banton 2001, Scurfield and Mackay 2001, Woody and Green 2001, Dlamini 2002, Pease 2002, 
Reynolds 2002, St Louis 2002, Brookfield 2003, Kallen 2004). Rather it would be seen as a 
response to exposure to both institutional and cultural racism. For that reason I have included it 
here as a response to institutional racism, and view it as a form of exteriorisation of anger in 
contrast to the forms of self-destructive interiorised anger discussed in the subsection above.  

Students reported that many of their family members had negative thoughts and feelings 
towards whites, and that they could attribute those to their having been excluded from access 
to resources such as public places and working opportunities. Some students thus attributed 
what they saw as their family members’ personal racism, and mistrust between groups, to 
apartheid policies (See Family Profile 108 quoted on p. 134 of Chapter 4). Students also 
reported that stories told by older family members kept the family members’ experiences of 
institutional racism alive, although students themselves had not experienced apartheid policies 
such as influx control, the Group Areas Act or segregated facilities. These stories, they said, 
continued to influence family members’ attitudes towards those who were perceived as 
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perpetrators of institutional racism, as the following account, from a Xhosa-speaking male 
student, indicates: 

The influence of my grandfather, father and my two uncles made us as siblings and 
cousins to have negative feelings/attitudes towards white people. With white 
(European) people they normally felt how they live disadvantaged / less privileged lives 
in the hostels because of white domination. In my life I never saw any note/writing 
discriminating any racial group. But because of their [my male relatives’] stories, I know 
that there were public places and institution that had writings "Whites Only". They also 
told that whites were living with their families while they prohibited them to do so. This 
then made us to believe and feel that "white system" was one cause of divorce, family 
disorganisation and other family problems including destitute communication system 
among the family members. At the same time our negative attitudes towards whites 
was also accompanied by fear. This was contributed by their supreme financial power, 
which eventually led us to think that they have supreme power in all spheres of life 
(Family Profile 118). 

This account also demonstrates how the various forms of racism are related and how 
institutional racism (economic power, privileges with regard to where and with whom they could 
live) led to cultural racism (supreme power) which in turn led to fear and negative attitudes 
towards whites. The student also attributes social problems such as faulty communication, 
divorce, and separation of family members from each other to institutional racism. This 
realisation, he adds, has led to further negative feelings towards whites, who were regarded as 
being the perpetrators of institutional racism. For some, the antagonism was because of a 
belief that institutional racism had enabled whites to monopolise the country’s wealth, a 
concern that may underpin the fact that, even after apartheid’s collapse, some students 
reported a continuing negative attitude towards whites. The following case illustrates this: 

I think that because of the experiences my family went through during the institutional 
racism, they have developed a personal attitude towards "whites" almost as if it is a 
personal vendetta or grudge they have against these people and thus has a negative 
prejudice towards "white" people and even today in the New South Africa this still 
exists, as they still remember what the "whites" put them through. (coloured urban 
female student Family Profile 94). 

As the above excerpt indicates, students report that the continuing effects of institutional 
racism on their own and their family members’ life circumstances have enabled negative 
attitudes towards whites to persist. These negative attitudes, however, are reportedly more 
blatant in some black families than others. Some students, for example, reported that the 
hatred felt towards whites was still not expressed in an upfront manner, owing to the possible 
consequences:  

Because of the apartheid laws Blacks were having negative prejudgment of the Whites. 
Though in Black families or Blacks this was not shown and one cannot be sure that they 
were not having negative attitudes towards the Whites, but deeper in their hearts they 
were having it. But they were afraid to express themselves because they will be 
punished saying that they break the law (Family Profile 63). 

Some African students reported that they had negative attitudes towards coloureds as well as 
whites. This was because they were exposed to violent behaviour and racist language from 
coloured people, as well as being more disadvantaged in terms of exclusion from resources: 

We used to move from our community to so-called coloured areas for entertainment 
parties and the coloured children would fight us for using their facilities. This brought 
racial hatred against coloured people. Welfare organisations were only available for 
coloured and whites not blacks. This made blacks to have negative attitudes towards 
white and coloured people (Family Profile 80). 

Blacks were living in poor conditions which were followed by coloureds. Coloureds were 
not [as] discriminated [against] as blacks and they had access in many things but not 
all. They used to call us kaffir and there were fights between them and blacks. We were 
not allowed to go to coloured areas. My father went there once and he was beaten by 
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the coloured but was saved by others. This conflict was caused by whites because they 
made coloureds to believe that they were white (Family Profile 82).  

Thus apartheid policies also led to tension between African and coloured students. This is still 
evident in relationships between coloured and African students in the classroom in the UWC 
Social Work Department. A coloured student, for example, revealed her own attitudes towards 
African students and her frustration at being in a position where she perceives herself as 
disadvantaged in relation to African students, after having been disadvantaged in relation to 
whites in the past:  

But during the apartheid era the coloureds were left in the middle while white superiority 
was imposed on black inferiority. People were happy when that era was over and 
everybody was seen as equal. But now there is too much emphasis on black 
supremacy. Right enough they were suppressed, but that does not mean that they have 
to get first privilege at everything now. I study so that I can make something of myself, 
but why do I have to pay? I have to pay because I know that education costs money. 
No striking, protesting or burning of dirt bins is going to give me an education. In one of 
my tutorials we were split into groups to do research, my group consisted of three 
"coloureds" and five "blacks". At the end of the research we had to allocate marks for 
participation, no participation meant any marks. When I did not give three "blacks" a 
mark for participation, I was accused of being racist. It was so disturbing that the tutor 
had to be involved. And because we could not solve it we were all given six, 
irrespective of the research we have done. Now it is instances like that that make me 
dislike "blacks". I know it is wrong to generalise them, and I have met and befriended 
other "blacks" on campus, therefore I would not say that I am racist (Family Profile 116). 

This incident reveals the complexities with which students at UWC are having to grapple at 
present, such as feelings of resentment of coloured students towards those marked as African, 
a feeling of impatience about African students’ attitudes of entitlement with regard to education, 
and the unfairness of legitimate judgements of quality of educational input (in terms of marks) 
being labelled as ‘racist’. 

 
 

Forgiveness and reconciliation 
Some students’ accounts showed how they and members of their families had tried to come to 
terms with what had happened to them and, in so doing, to overcome feelings of anger and 
hatred towards those who they regarded as having been responsible for, and the beneficiaries 
of, institutional racism. Family members were reported to have assisted each other in trying to 
overcome negative feelings through appeals to common humanity, religious convictions, and 
moral integrity, and assurances of their worth as human beings:  

At first we managed to handle it very easily. The reason for this is, because we are a 
very close and supportive family. At times when someone has experienced some or 
other kind of racism we dealt with it immediately. My sister used to enhance our self-
esteem and brought our good qualities at forth. She would also tell us that no-one is 
perfect and although white people seem to be perfect they are not. All of us are striving 
towards perfection, but we are not. There is only one person that is perfect and that is 
Jesus. She taught us never to be nasty to other children or people. She always said 
that this makes a person ugly. We never wanted to experience racism attributes 
because it was not nice and in return she taught us never to be racist to any person 
(Family Profile 104). 

… my family are forgiving people. My parents are against any of their children who 
judges a person because of their character or skin colour. All the children in the family 
have been raised under the fearing of God, because both my mother and my late father 
were committed Christians. They had always taught their children that God is the only 
one who could judges person and to learn also not to discriminate people irrespective of 
their cultural background (Family Profile 115). 
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Also parents instilled values into their children which mitigated against negative 
attitudes towards whites despite what had happened. By the knowledge that there 
would be consequences for negative attitudes and behaviours, children were morally 
bound not to view negatively those who had imposed racism on them. My family 
created an environment where discussion about racial conflict, prejudgment, social 
problems were part of our rearing (Family Profile 117). 

The accounts above refer to the importance of family practices such as family members telling 
each other stories, discussions between family members and religious teaching in transmitting 
values that form the basis of one kind of reconciliation. When considering the devastating 
impact of institutional racism as described by students on their daily lives and those of their 
family members, it is surprising that students and their family members were able to display 
such generosity in their feelings towards the perpetrators of institutional racism.  

 

Relationship between different forms of racism 
The intersection of institutional racism, where people are excluded from resources, and cultural 
racism, where those who are oppressed are made to feel demeaned and inferior because they 
do not have these resources, is a reminder that divisions between the two forms of racism are 
superficial and that in fact these forms of racism are closely linked. The following account 
illustrates this:  

In cultural racism I would say that since both my parents were from the farm, they were 
made to believe that white culture was superior to ours. As a result they internalised 
that and could not believe in themselves no matter how good they were at things. To 
support that statement that white culture is superior, we could see that they even tried 
to compare themselves with what Mr van der Merwe had. For instance he had 
electricity, money, nice and big house which they could never have access to, so that 
promoted them not to believe in themselves (rural African male student Family Profile 
90). 

Another example is to be found in an urban coloured woman’s account of petty apartheid 
policies (institutional racism) as well as an incident of personal racism which led her and her 
family members to denigrate and pathologise themselves, and had the effects of inferiorisation 
and othering which result from cultural racism: 

All of my family members agree that cultural racism had an effect on our personality. It 
was very easy to develop an inferiority complex specifically towards the white race. 
Family members recall that the areas where the white only signs were, was always 
better equipped compared to the areas where the non-white signs were. It made them 
think about what is wrong with them. When I was about 7 years old me and a few white 
children paged through some comic books [in a book store]. A white security guard took 
the book abruptly from me, placed it back on the rack and chased me away. When I 
looked back nothing was done to the white children. I was very upset and hurt and only 
when my mother explained the situation I was able to accept what had happened to me 
but I could never understand (Family Profile 36). 

The account above shows how such incidents left profound and lasting impressions. The 
institutions that underpinned petty apartheid and the practices that constitute racist behaviour 
together had the consequence not only of depriving people of access to resources, but of 
diminishing people’s confidence in themselves and subjecting them to painful experiences 
which were difficult to come to terms with. Students explained how coloured students’ differing 
attitudes towards whites and blacks, which can be regarded as examples of misrecognition 
through cultural racism, were reinforced by what happened to them under institutional 
apartheid policies. 

In this family the children and their parents before them, internalised the attitudes and 
behaviours that they have learned in their specific culture and from their immediately 
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family or extended kin. Most of the so-called coloured people saw themselves as 
inferior to whites but superior to blacks. This feeling of inferiority was further influenced 
by the Group Areas Act that was implemented in every sphere of society. People of 
different races were separated from each other in their workplace, public spaces etc. An 
example is the fact that even in places like the butchery there were separate entrances 
for the race groups and any contact between races were strictly limited as far as in 
hospitals (Family Profile 85). 

 

Conclusion 
This chapter has concentrated on students’ descriptions of how institutional racism prevented 
them and their family members from being able to live well and flourish as human beings. What 
is striking in their accounts is the pervasiveness of institutional racism in the South African 
situation and the profound manner in which it impacted upon students’ family members’ 
capabilities to be and do what would be regarded as important for human functioning. 
Institutional racism influenced where family members were allowed to travel or move to, where 
people could live, their bodily integrity and health, whether their homes and land would be 
removed from their possession or not, what sort of shelter they had access to, how much 
space they had in relation to other family members, their ability to find employment, the sorts of 
employment opportunities open to them, the public facilities available to meet their health, 
welfare and leisure needs, who they could associate with, whether they could have access to 
adequate nutrition and whether they could live or die. Such institutional racism went far beyond 
excluding students and their family members from resources; it also brutally dispossessed 
them of their resources and destroyed relationships. As Zegeye and Maxted (2003:35) have 
noted, apartheid policies, such as have been described in this chapter have created some of 
the highest levels of personal insecurity in the world. Having their resources confiscated from 
them had many implications for students and their family members. These implications, which 
are exemplified time after time in their accounts, include physical separation of kin and 
neighbours from each other, as well as wrenching people from their homes and communities 
with which they strongly identified, and removing their animals and livestock. In this way 
linkages between people and who and what they found valuable were disrupted and destroyed. 
The policies that prevented African students’ family members from moving freely from rural to 
urban areas and criminalised family members through arrests for Pass Laws were also deeply 
damaging in terms of people’s physical, mental and material well-being. These policies made 
the bodies of students’ family members into public property, which undermined their sense of 
personal integrity. 

The institutional racism discussed in this chapter constituted an interconnected series of public 
displays of state power, similar to what Foucault (1977a) would refer to as ‘old power’, using 
public spectacles such as torture to mark the bodies of the victims with infamy, presenting 
them as dangerous and deviant and thus socialising and disciplining the bodies and minds of 
the public through example (Adair 2001; Tangenburg and Kemp 2002). Although incidents 
described in students’ accounts of public humiliation, punishment and exposure through the 
sanction of apartheid policies happened from the 1960s to 1980s, students’ vivid descriptions 
of the impact of institutional racist practices on their family members indicate that the effects of 
these practices are still very pervasive.86  

                                                  
86 US Social Work academic Raymond Scurfield and clinical practitioner David Mackey (2001) found that race-related 
experiences such as assault and discrimination resulted in distress which might persist for months or years following 
the trauma.  
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In Foucauldian terms, these effects are indelibly inscribed on the bodies and minds of both 
those who have suffered and their kin. As members of particular racial categories that continue 
to be salient in South Africa, people continue to experience the effects of past instances of 
institutional racism – apartheid’s legacy thus continues to haunt.  

Furthermore, the combination of these effects on the minds and bodies of students and their 
family members is complex and life-altering. Having been regarded as illegal presences in 
urban areas, disruptions to daily routine, having had their loved ones, property and animals 
removed from them, having been exposed to inadequate and demeaning education and having 
been the source of cheap labour, having experienced discrimination at the workplace, inability 
to pursue leisure activities, inadequate health and welfare facilities and lack of choice regarding 
most aspects of their lives, have all reduced and undermined their ability to flourish. The 
trauma, pain and degradation, the destruction of the social fabric that tied family members 
together, as well as the physical suffering due to the dispossession of and inability to gain 
access to resources, all resultant from external markers of racial classification, have left 
indelible marks on students and their family members.  

The type of social work described in the Dixon text considered in Chapter Two can be regarded 
as a more modern disciplinary power than apartheid was (Sawicki 1991). Yet its apparent 
benevolence hides a subtle form of disciplinary power that is as much damaging to those in 
whose lives it intervenes as the crude racism of apartheid was. This is because it opens the 
way for social workers to judge their clients’ lives against norms which would render them 
pathological and deviant in a myriad of ways. And teaching students to work from such a 
perspective leads them to view their own and their family’s lives as equally deviant and 
pathological. Through the lens of such a perspective, the family forms which have emerged 
from students’ accounts of their experiences of and responses to institutional racism, the 
impact on communication between family members, the material circumstances in which family 
members now find themselves, and their internalised rage and hatred, can all be interpreted 
only as forms of intra- and inter-personal pathology. In rendering invisible the bodily 
experiences of institutional racism, as described by students, social work students (and by 
implication, clients who share similar marginalised positions) are potentially controlled through 
the construction of their situations by dominant professional discourses used in traditional 
social work texts. The failure of conventional social work texts on Child and Family Care to 
acknowledge the complex institutional racism experienced by students and their family 
members is possibly a reason why injunctions to marginalised people to become ‘self-reliant’ 
have been popularised in South African social work policy documents, such as the White 
Paper on Social Welfare (1996) (see Sevenhuijsen et al 2003 for a detailed analysis of the 
White Paper). The idea of the supposedly self-reliant, decent, deserving citizen who is 
engaged in paid employment remains the norm against which marginalised people such as 
UWC social work students and their family members are judged and found lacking so that they 
can then be framed or positioned as dependent, undeserving, unemployed and in need of 
‘treatment’ to cure their intra- or interpersonal pain and difficulties. 

The students’ accounts, which can be seen as appropriations of contested spaces in social 
work, are important for the curriculum in two ways: firstly, in the identification and 
acknowledgement of the impact of institutional racism and its multiple effects on their lives and 
those of their family members, which in itself is significant in contesting invisibility and denial of 
these effects, and secondly, in the recognition of their methods of coping with and being able to 
survive institutional racism. The methods of coping in students’ accounts provide illustrations of 
how institutional racism was survived, resisted or surrendered to and how it influenced their 
views of themselves and of others who were differently marked in terms of racial categories. 
This attention to agency, made explicit in the students’ accounts, is important in that it has the 
potential to provide valuable points of reference and opportunities to share common links in 
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relation to what has happened to people who have been similarly excluded from fully achieving 
their human capabilities. It creates the impression that although students and their family 
members have been controlled, brutally treated and disadvantaged in the ways elaborated in 
the chapter on institutional racism, they still have agency and are able to respond in ways such 
as supporting their kin, collectively organising themselves to change their situation, 
transgressing and challenging laws, exteriorising their anger and also, in some cases, forgiving 
the perpetrators of the injustices to which they were subjected. The more negative responses 
to institutional racism such as complacency and interiorised anger also need to be noted for 
the curriculum so that creative and productive ways of expressing and coming to terms with 
these responses can be worked on to prevent consequences such as self-denigration and 
other-directed violence or abuse. The students’ understandings of how institutional racism 
affected their own and their family members’ capabilities to function as human beings can be 
seen as alternative forms of knowledge which have the potential to subvert traditional ways of 
conceptualising Child and Family Care in the social work curriculum (Ali 2002). 

 



 133

CHAPTER  6 

GENDER AND GENERATION – 
RESPONSIBILITIES, RECOGNITION  

AND RESOURCES 
 

 

 

In the previous two chapters I examined students’ accounts of experiences of racism and how 
this affected them and their family members. In this chapter I look at two other important 
markers – gender and generation (age) – which students were required to reflect on in relation 
to their own family circumstances. I view gender and age or generation as social processes 
rather than biological categories that are naturalised, fixed or static. It is important to note this, 
as the markers of race, gender and age are visible on the body, which make them easy targets 
for biological determinism. Such a viewpoint is implicit in the notion of ‘family life cycle’, which 
unproblematically assumes a set of fixed phases where metaphors appealing to the natural 
world such as ‘the empty nest syndrome’ make it seem as if human experience is solely driven 
by biological imperatives (Allan and Crow 2001; Hockey and James 2003). Rather than making 
use of a static ‘family life cycle’ approach, based on functionalist views assuming fixed roles 
and stages that every person assumes and undergoes, I prefer the notion of ‘life course’, as I 
indicated in Chapter 6.87  

In addition to my preference for the idea of ‘life course’ rather than ‘life cycle’, I make use of 
David Morgan’s (1996; 1999) notion of family practices rather than referring simply to roles in 
relation to clearly defined and functional gender and age statuses. This preference for 
practices over roles has also been used recently by British sociologist Tony Chapman (2004) in 
his analysis of gender and domestic life in Britain. Following Morgan’s approach I avoid 
assuming the normativity of particular roles being assigned to men and women who perform 
specific domestic functions, and I use his family practices approach to understand, from the 
students’ accounts, the nuanced and fluid character of who is doing what in the family, thus 
also reflecting agency in family practices. Whereas roles may be seen as fixed and functionally 
determined by family structures, the notion of practices allows recognition of flexibility and 
complexity. It also conveys a sense of fluidity that enables an understanding that anybody can 
engage in a multiplicity of practices. Practice also implies doing – doing family, doing gender or 
doing generation. It thus emphasises agency, rather than viewing ‘the family’ as a reified and 
neatly structured entity with people within it performing fixed roles (Svab 2003). A focus on 
practices also conveys a sense of the everyday – the routine or habitual actions that people 
regularly perform in the process of living. Morgan’s (1996; 1999) notion of practices is also 
useful in that he rejects any real-life distinction between intimate and wider social practices, 
and recognises that the social dynamism of family practices reaches well outside the domestic 

                                                  

87 In the context of this chapter, the preference is because ‘life course’ acknowledges that age and 
gender do follow a trajectory in human lives, but also asserts that the phases in the process assume 
different meanings in different eras and contexts.  
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unit, and that those dynamics are also affected by circumstances both inside and outside the 
unit.  

The framework I use to analyse the data in this chapter is also built on ideas about the political 
ethics of care (Tronto 1993; Sevenhuijsen 1998; Kittay 1999; Robinson 1999) in particular in 
relation to the responsibilities family members reportedly undertook in relation to caring for their 
kin. My framework derives also, but to a lesser extent, from Fraser’s (1997; 2000) notion of 
misrecognition in terms of the way in which various family members were positioned according 
to their status in relation to gender and generation. I also briefly demonstrate how family 
members’ gender and generation impacted upon the resources to which they were able to gain 
access.  

The ethics of care framework that I bring to this chapter has as its goal a drive to recognise 
people’s ability to give and receive care. In dominant discourses of contemporary society, the 
work ethic reigns supreme and care is not generally acknowledged as a valuable social activity 
or as proper work. Those who occupy positions of power have an interest in having their needs 
met without acknowledging that they are able to function because of the care they receive from 
others (Tronto 2002). Furthermore, they tend, from a position of privileged irresponsibility, to 
ignore the needs of those who are doing the hands-on care-giving work for them, as we have 
seen in the chapters on cultural and institutional racism.  

The feminist ethic of care (Tronto 1993; Sevenhuijsen 1998; Kittay 1999; Robinson 1999) 
foregrounds the work involved in care as central to the human experience and re-valorises 
care as a social practice. The approach problematises the neo-liberal notion of the self-
sufficient individual who does not need or make use of care. And it acknowledges that, as 
persons, we are all dependent and vulnerable – we all need and use care and are all 
potentially capable of giving care.  

In their Family-in-Community Profile assignments, the students were requested to indicate who 
in their families was responsible for carrying out various caring tasks, on both a paid and 
unpaid basis. In other words, they were asked to consider how the work of care was distributed 
amongst family members in terms of gender and generation and to assess for themselves how 
care was distributed in the household. I have elected to view the caring responsibilities and 
relationships that students reported for their families through a perspective/framework that 
derives from the political feminist ethic of care as developed by Tronto 1993; Sevenhuijsen 
1998; Kittay 1999; Robinson 1999. I have done this because this framework calls attention to 
practices involving dependency, responsibility and vulnerability and to the particularities of 
concrete relationships. It also problematises the notion that caring work should be the natural 
responsibility of women in the private sphere and examines the way in which care functions 
socially and politically (McLaughlin 2003). 

This chapter will examine how the students’ accounts revealed specific gender and age 
expectations about the work and responsibilities enacted by them and their family members, as 
well as how family members were positioned in specific ways. It thus considers how certain 
subject positions were recognised, while others were misrecognised. In addition, I consider 
how gender, ethnicity and age were reported by students to have influenced who was able to 
access what resources. All these aspects – the expectations involved in who would do what 
work, the way in which family members were positioned in terms of their gender and age, and 
their differential access to resources – impacted differentially upon family members’ abilities to 
give and receive care, to participate as equals and to achieve well-being and to flourish as 
human beings. In this chapter, I examine how students understood the markings of gender and 
generation in relation to these considerations. To do so, I attempt to answer the following four 
major questions: 
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1. In terms of gender and generation, which family members were 
responsible for what kind of work? 

 

2. How were family members recognised or misrecognised in terms of 
gender and generation? 

 

3. How did gender and generation impact upon students and their family 
members abilities to gain access to resources? 

 

4. In terms of the goals of the three sets of frameworks upon which these 
questions are based (ethics of care, bivalent view of justice incorporating 
recognition and distribution and the human capabilities approach) which 
family members were able to give and who to receive care; to participate 
as equals, who was able to flourish and who was prevented from doing 
so, because of their gendered and generational markings? 

 

In order to answer these four questions, I again make use of the rich data from students’ 
accounts taken the from the life history stories that they wrote and their responses to the 
questions asked of them which have a bearing on these four considerations in the Family-in-
Community Profile assignments. I also make use of tables and figures produced from the data 
which were entered into the SPSS programme which provided a more generalised picture in 
relation to certain questions. 

 

Gender and generational practices in patterns 
of work and division of labour 
At the time I began to work with the Family-in-Community Profile, I was interested in ensuring 
that students record who performed different kinds of work and who took responsibility for 
different aspects of survival in terms of providing care and gaining resources for family 
members. My interest derived from my concern to bring these types of work to students’ 
attention and to valorise them as worthy of consideration in students’ reflections on family 
practices. In redrafting the Family-in-Community Profile assignment I consequently required 
that they include work such as cooking, cleaning and care-giving in relation to children, sick 
and elderly people.  

I was also interested in having students view the division of labour amongst family members in 
terms of a social justice perspective: to have them ask who did what work and explicitly to 
consider whether, in their opinions, women should do caring work on a private and unpaid 
basis. In addition to their listing the unpaid tasks of maintaining the household and family 
members, I also required them to record who among family members did paid work and how 
this impacted upon family relations and dynamics. The following section deals with the results 
of these concerns as they appeared in students’ accounts. 

 

Who cooked and cleaned in the household 

Cleaning inside the house 
Students reported that it was largely women and young girls who were involved in cooking and 

cleaning in the home – usually mothers and girl children as the following bar graphs illustrate: 
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Figure 6.1   Categories of people who cleaned inside the house 
 

 

Figure 6.1 indicates that cleaning inside the house was largely performed by the mother and 
girl children (39% of instances), or solely by the mother (14%) or the girl children (12%). The 
following excerpt is a typical one, showing the gendered nature of tasks in the household: 

The remaining chores were divided between the four of us (sisters). Each member of 
the family had to make her own bed which is still in practice. My youngest sister had to 
clean the bathroom. My second younger sister cleaned the kitchen. It was my task to 
clean the lounge. Before my sister moved out her responsibility was the washing which 
she had to do every alternate day. My mother is now responsible for preparing the food 
and cleaning of the kitchen. Sometimes me or one of my younger sisters have to clean 
it. A paid domestic comes in every day to do the remaining chores (Family Profile 36) 

Paid domestic workers did not feature significantly, however, in most accounts of who cleaned 
the house, and men and boy children were almost entirely absent. The following excerpt gives 
an indication of how much was expected of people in the household in relation to their gender:  

Each one in our household had his/her own tasks that they had to perform seeing that 
we didn’t have hired help. Because my mother worked on a daily basis (she is a school 
teacher) and seeing that we usually came home earlier than her, my sister and I were 
responsible for cleaning the house. Every week we made a list of all the duties to be 
done and decided which areas you would clean that week. My mother made no 
distinctions between her two daughters because we all had to ensure that the house 
was neat and clean. After school my mother went to fetch Ashley at Aunt Elsie (his 
minder) and either washed dishes or ironed or cooked. Usually after all her household 
tasks she was also busy with school work, due to her being a domestic science teacher, 
as many learners visited her with projects and she had also to care for Ashley.  

Every day, first thing after work my father would look for [expect] his coffee (Family 
Profile 109). (My own translation from Afrikaans) 
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This account serves as an indication of the father’s privileged irresponsibility: when he arrived 
home from work he expected that his coffee would appear, as if magically, before him, and he 
was not expected to make any contribution to cleaning or other household tasks. The mother, 
by contrast, in addition to her work as a paid teacher, performed a variety of household 
maintenance tasks, as well as fetching and caring for the smallest child, and seeing to her 
pupils’ needs in addition to those of her family members after school hours. The girl children 
were also fully occupied with tasks in addition to their school work. The mother’s paid 
employment is also in the sphere of servicing needs and in relation to domestic science work, 
and she seems to feel obliged to assist students with problems outside of paid employment 
hours.88  

There were a few exceptional examples of accounts of households where boys did engage in 
caring and in activities that contributed to the maintenance of the household. Below are two such 
examples, the first being an account of an African household in the peri-urban area of Pabalello 
in the Northern Cape town of Upington, where the mother was a domestic worker and the father 
a migrant worker, a situation which necessitated that the two elder sons (one of them the 
student) do cooking and cleaning work.  

My brother and myself had to come back from school and clean the house and one of 
us had to go and fetch our younger siblings from grand-ma's. On her arrival from work 
my mother would cook our supper, iron our school clothing and prepare our lunch-
boxes for the following day. We all had to learn the housework-trade from an early age 
and my mother did not differentiate between women's and men's work but taught us 
everything about cooking, washing, ironing, cutting grass and trimming shrubs etc. 
(Family Profile 9) 

If boys did take on tasks regarded as inappropriate to their gender, they were liable to be 
teased by other boys in their communities. The following account explains how a student’s 
mother had to convince her boys of the value of doing such work and to resort to rewarding her 
sons with privileges for engaging in work which other neighbourhood boys denigrated. By 
contrast, there were no reports of girl children being rewarded for the cleaning work that they 
engaged in: 

When we were younger, our peers used to laugh at us when they see us washing 
windows, washing dishes and our clothes. My mother used to comfort us and tell that 
this will help us when we are older to be independent. The reward we got for such 
duties were rugby balls, cricket balls and all sorts of toys. With these equipments we 
could bargain with our peers and they ended up respecting us (African rural male 
student Family Profile 39). 

 
 
 
 

Cooking in the household 

                                                  
88 Barbara Omolade (1994) referred to black women being positioned as those who service others needs in the 
private sphere as well as the labour market as the ‘mammification’ of black women. She saw this process of 
unquestioningly putting oneself forward as being available to service the needs of others at one’s own expense as a 
trap that many black women tend to fall into.  
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Figure 6.2 Categories of people who cooked in the household 

 

As with Figure 6.1, Figure 6.2 shows that it was largely mothers and daughters (38%) who 
were reported as engaging in their households’ cooking work, with mothers on their own (28%) 
being the second most significant group and girl children alone the third (7%). Together, 
mothers, daughters and mother-daughter combinations comprised nearly 70% of those listed 
as doing household cooking. This illustrates again that it was largely women and girls who 
were engaged in the time-consuming activity of cooking, an activity which may well have 
impacted on their ability to take part in other paid and leisure activities in public and social 
arenas. Children were forced to take on cooking and other responsibilities due to their mothers’ 
engagement in paid labour, where the mothers were unable to do these tasks due to time 
constraints. From students’ accounts it is clear that it was mainly older daughters who took on 
the most onerous tasks, with younger daughters being assigned lighter tasks. However this 
was not the case across the board: children were required to work differently in different 
circumstances, as the second of the two following accounts, from a rural African student, 
indicates: 

Because my mother is working, me and my sister have to help with housework, but in 
most of the time, because I am the eldest, I do most of the work. We have to see that 
the house is clean, I cook, clean the house and fetch the water from the borehole. My 
sister washes the family's washing and look after her baby and iron afterwards (Family 
Profile 99). 

In African families children learned how to cook at an early stage. This does not mean 
that they were curious but they were forced by the circumstances, whereby their 
parents worked until late. So children have to do everything for themselves (Family 
Profile 57). 
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Outside work 
Although many students (54%) did not report on who did work outside as opposed to inside the 
house, those who did report that the work was done, indicated that it was far more often both 
fathers and boy children who engaged in this form of unpaid work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 6.3  Work in relation to livestock and tending to crops  
in terms of racial categorisation 

 

As Figure 6.3 shows, it was only in African students’ accounts that there were reports of boy 
children (14 out of 64) and a few girl children (4 out of 64) engaged in tending cattle or sheep 
and helping with growing of crops. This was also mainly reported in rural areas. It would seem 
then that these tasks were apportioned to boys rather than girls in the majority of cases. 

It is clear then, from students’ accounts that household tasks such as cooking, cleaning inside 
and outside the house, and caring for livestock and crops can be regarded as gendered 
practices, with females taking the major responsibility for cooking and cleaning in the 
household. From students accounts it was also evident that age or generation played a part in 
what tasks were assigned to whom. For example, children in the household were for various 
reasons assigned particular tasks, as the next section explores. 

 

Reasons for children’s involvement in household tasks/work 
In conventional social work texts, household work is assumed to be the natural task of women 
and thus not given much visibility. An example is a basic text by Philip Barker (1992), used by 
most South African tertiary institutions in social work Child and Family Care courses. That text 
constructs the allocation of this kind of work as part of the rules to which the family members 
must adhere if it is to be considered as a ‘well-functioning family’: 
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Some family rules are explicitly stated, or at least the family members are consciously 
aware of them. Examples are the ‘the children must be in bed by 10 o’clock’ or ‘father 
does the gardening and mother does the cooking’. Whether family members are aware 
of the rules or not there is in every well functioning family a set of rules suited to the 
family’s needs. There must also be a means of ensuring that the rules are followed 
(Barker 1992: 69-70). 

Because children are constructed in such texts as dependent and in need of protection, there 
is a general concern that children should not engage in labour, which would probably include 
unpaid labour, although this is not specified. Yet students’ accounts revealed many 
expectations of children to contribute to household work. Traditional social work texts would 
construe children on whom such expectations are placed, as subject to parental abuse (Barker 
1992).  

Students cited various reasons for expectations that they would engage in unpaid work within 
the household. The first of these reasons was cultural practices, for example, some African 
students reported that at a certain age girl and boy children were expected to do certain 
gender-specific tasks: 

When we reached the age of 10 we were taught how to do things on our own. Girls 
were taught on how to clean the house, cooking and looking after the family and boys 
were not taught anything because men cannot do household work according to our 
cultural belief. My father's task is to clean the yard and my brother usually helps him. 
His task is also to support the family financially and to make sure that children do attend 
school regularly. As from the age of 10 children are doing household work and it is not 
parents task anymore (Family Profile 76). 

In other accounts younger girls in rural African homes were given the task of fetching water 
and wood for the household, while boys looked after sheep before going to school and when 
they came home. Some students reported that the gendered division of labour was unequal, 
with girls engaged in hard work, and boys having more leisure time, as the following account 
shows:  

The boys played during the week in the afternoons while the girl children had to work in 
the house (as between the ages of eight and twelve) and the boys only worked in the 
yard on Saturday and the boys occasionally worked in the house (Family Profile 100). 

The second reason that students cited for children engaging in cleaning and cooking was that 
adults, usually mothers, were not available in the household, as they were involved in paid 
labour, usually for long hours. Another reason cited for mothers’ unavailability was physical or 
psychiatric illnesses. Students’ accounts describe a sense of the onerous nature of the tasks 
that had to be done. They were also aware of the age and gender expectations in relation to 
these tasks. The following are typical examples from the family profile reports: 

My mother was mainly involved in the preparation of food and cleaning of the home. But 
when we moved into Westgate, Mom was forced to get a job. So this meant that I had 
to take over chores at home. I had to do my chores immediately after school. At the age 
of thirteen I had a big responsibility (Family Profile 106). 

When my brother was about ten years old and I was about 5 years old, my mother was 
still working in a printing factory of which she gave each one of us some chores to do 
when we arrived home from school (Family Profile 60). 

When I was old enough, household duties mainly rested on my shoulders because both 
my parents were working. Domestic workers were only employed briefly as my parents 
couldn't afford to pay them. Although all the children had their chores, I still ended up 
cooking food, doing laundry and cleaning the home mostly all by myself. Division of 
labour was not very equally distributed as my brothers had their own ideas of doing 
their chores. I have certainly stood my grounds because I wouldn't let them get away 
with taking advantage of me. My mother is ill most of the time, therefore all the 
members of the family have to pitch in (Family Profile 77). 
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The above examples also indicate that students realise on one hand the importance and on the 
other hand the burden of household tasks (‘I had a big responsibility’) for young members of 
the family. In the last account, the student demonstrates her sense of gendered injustice at 
having to assume the major responsibility for household tasks in relation to her brothers (‘I 
wouldn’t let them get away with taking advantage of me’).  

A third reason reported for children being involved in care-giving tasks was a sense of gratitude 
to their parent providing resources for them: for education for example. As children, the students 
expressed a need to reciprocate for benefits that they received and said they willingly did tasks in 
the household. This is evident in the following example: 

Most of the domestic labour in the house is being performed by all the children in the 
household. My mother Masidisau is the only parent who is paying for education of every 
child within the household. In this case, we feel that we should also help her in the 
domestic labour in the house without being paid (Family Profile 115). 

Earlier feminist literature, such as that of Oakley (1976; 1981; 1985), Barrett and McIntosh 
(1982) and others, portrayed household tasks as a dissatisfying in that they are socially and 
economically unrewarded. Yet, as the above account demonstrates students did not always 
regard housework in such a negative light.  

 
 
 

Who in the household was involved in care-giving 
Although I regard cooking, cleaning and looking after children all to be care-giving activities, I 
have here distinguished cooking and cleaning as it was separated from other hands-on care-
giving work as they were separated in the Family-in-Community Profile assignment. British 
sociologist Tony Chapman (2004) holds a similar view, arguing that it is difficult to separate 
them. However, Smart and Neale (1999) draw a distinction between the two in that they see 
caring as involving negotiation with others and responding to their needs, thus incorporating 
emotional as well as physical and emotional aspects. Joan Tronto’s (1993:103) definition, to 
which I subscribe, however, describes care very broadly as ‘everything that we do to maintain, 
continue and repair our world’, which incorporates ourselves, our bodies and our environment. 
In terms of this definition all household tasks, as well paid and unpaid work would be regarded 
as care as it would all are seen as contributing to the maintenance of family members.  

Tronto (1993) also outlined four phases of care and the corresponding values attached to 
these phases (attention, responsibility, competence and responsiveness), which I have made 
reference to in the previous chapters, particularly in Chapters 2 and 3. The phases of care 
which Tronto (1993) identifies are i) the identification of needs, ii) taking responsibility for 
meeting the identified needs, iii) carrying out the daily hands-on work of care-giving and iv) 
receiving care. This section focuses largely on the third phase Tronto identifies: – the hands-on 
physical work of care-giving.  

This hands-on care-giving work has also been identified as ‘dependency work’ by Eva Kittay 
(1999), who emphasised that in principle, it is not gender-specific in that it can be just as 
adequately performed by men as by women. The findings in this study showed however, that it 
was largely women and girls who were involved in the care-giving practices. However, contrary 
to familist notions, which consider only the stay-at-home biological mother who as a (full-time) 
care-giver with a breadwinner husband, students reported that it was not only mothers who did 
this work. Other female relatives were also involved in caring and household tasks, often due 
to the mothers’ engagement in paid employment.  

Students identified the categories of mother, grandmother, and sibling as the major groups of 
women engaged in caring for children and the sick and elderly. And they added that there were 
instances of communal care too. 
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Persons reported as doing the care-giving 
 
 

Number 

Mother 27 
Mother leaving care-giving for paid work 8 
Grandmother 27 
Mother and grandmother 8 
Mother, grandmother and aunt 4 
Mother and father 1 
Mother helped by father 7 
Siblings, grandmother, mother and father 2 
Whole family 2 
Siblings, mother and father 3 
Siblings 11 
Grandmother and aunt 1 
Aunt  2 
Friend 1 
Neighbour 1 
Daymother 2 
Crèche/daycare 9 
Nanny 5 
Father 1 

 

TOTAL 
 

 

118 
 

 

Table 6.1 Categories of people reported to have cared for children 
 
 
 
 
 

Person doing the care-giving 
 
 

Number 

Mother 27 
Mother and aunt 5 
Mother assisted by father 1 
Daughters looking after parents 9 
Grandmother 9 
Women in the family 3 
Everyone in the family 14 
Father 2 

 

TOTAL 
 

118 

 

Table 6.2  Categories of people who cared for the sick and elderly 
 

As can be seen in the above tables, the work of care-giving, like cooking and cleaning, was 
reported as having been done largely by women and girls, on an informal basis within the 
family. However, contrary to what is regarded as normal in social work, it was not only 
biological mothers who were the primary caregivers for their own children. Furthermore, as 
indicated inTable 6.2, mothers had to engage others as caregivers when their circumstances 
changed and they had to seek paid work outside the household to maintain family members. 
The results of this research therefore support Kittay’s (1997:2) observation that poor women 
who have dependency responsibilities along with paid employment often rely on female familial 
help to assist them with these responsibilities, thus evoking a chain of vulnerability. In many 
instances, children were cared for by their grandmothers, aunts or siblings. 

In the section that follows I will discuss the above tables in greater depth, with illustrations of 
the various care-giving processes taken from a diversity of family profiles.  



 143

 

Mothers having to take primary responsibility for caring of 
children, elderly and sick 
As is indicated in Table 6.1, 27 students out of 118 (23%) reported that their mothers cared for 
dependents, seemingly on a full-time basis, while eight students reported that their mothers 
had to find alternative care-givers when they took up paid employment. Students commented 
that it was their mothers who took time off work to see to sick children, or who gave up 
employment to engage in care-giving for chronically sick or elderly relatives.  

My mother cared for us and reared us far as I can remember. My father was never 
forced to stay at home and look after us my mother always took it upon herself. She 
was the one staying out of work to care for us when we were sick, it was always 
optional to my father (Family Profile 65).  

When the family member became ill my mother had to take her/him to hospital and my 
father cared less about that (Family Profile 76). 

Caring and rearing remains the chief duty of the mother, even though my father has 
also participated in these duties. My mother would stay home for at least two or three 
years after the birth of her children. She usually made a special effort to find good 
caregivers for the children whilst she was in the work force (Family Profile 77). 

These excerpts show that women tend to assume that caring is their primary responsibility as 
mothers while men do not feel as morally responsible for taking care of those who are sick or 
dependent. The question as to why it is that women feel that they are primarily responsible for 
care is one which Finch and Mason (1993), in their study of how assistance is negotiated, have 
attempted to answer. They offered the idea that those who undertake certain obligations 
continue to do so in order to uphold or maintain their status or reputation which is at stake – in 
other words one does what is expected of one in order to be regarded as a ‘good mother/ wife/ 
daughter/ son /grandmother. To be a good father does not require one to stay away from work 
to care for dependents: it is assumed that somehow these needs will be met by someone else. 

 

Grandmothers as caregivers 
As can be seen in Table 6.1, the number of grandmothers equalled that of mothers as 
caregivers in their own right: 27 out of 118, or 23%. In some cases grandmothers were 
regarded as the primary caregiver, with the biological mother playing much more of a 
subsidiary role.  

When I was still a baby and even my brother, my grandmother played a very important 
role in rearing and caring for us that is feeding, planning meals, shopping, transporting 
us children. When we were still staying at my grandmother's place, my mother would 
come every day but she did not play that much role, but she would look after us when 
we are sick. My grandmother, mother's mother she is truly substitute parent because 
my mother was working and staying outside the home (Family Profile 111). 

It was not only in the parents’ household that grandmothers cared for children, but in separate 
households too. This sometimes happened on a daily basis, with children returning to their 
homes at the end of the day, or in some cases students moved permanently. The following are 
instances where students moved out of their households to live with grandparents who were 
their primary caregivers. Most of the students only saw their parents over weekends: 

At the age of three my parents moved to Mitchells Plain and I was sent to live with my 
maternal grandparents in Elsies River. There I attended creche and pre-school, I went 
home on weekends (Family Profile 116). 
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I stayed with my father's parents from a very young age until I was twelve years old but 
would come home weekends and holidays. (Family Profile 78) 

The children in our family are reared by my grandmother at her own place. My mother 
could not rear children due to having to go to work every day. We as children would 
only be taken to our parents' place during weekend (Family Profile 93).  

In these examples it can be seen that grandparents and in particular grandmothers, were the 
primary care-givers, with the parents or mothers being minimally involved. The role of 
grandmothers in child-care, however, has not generally been recognised or acknowledged in 
social work literature or practice, where the assumption is still that it is the biological mother 
who is, and should be, the primary caregiver. The notion of the ‘unfit mother’, a term frequently 
used in social work discourse, is regarded as being applicable only to the biological, foster or 
adoptive mother. Grandmothers have in some cases reconstructed themselves as foster 
parents in order to gain access to state benefits, which are available to foster parents. A 
positive development is that in South African legislation on the new Child Care Grant, 
grandmothers as caregivers have been acknowledged (Report of the Lund Committee on Child 
and Family Support 1996). However, owing to the pervasive expectations of the mother being 
the primary caregiver which exist in social work literature and in taken-for-granted ways in 
social work practice, this acknowledgement that grandmothers may be primary caregivers is 
often not carried through into practice, and grandmothers as primary caregivers are turned 
away when applying for grants, with the request that the biological mother make the 
application.  

In students’ accounts, grandmothers were regarded as competent caregivers and 
students attributed authority to their knowledge, experience and special skills regarding 
caring as elder members of the family. They were also called upon to care because of 
their availability in terms of time. In times of illness, they were consulted for their advice 
or ‘ou mens raad’ (literally old people’s advice) (Family Profile 30), which was highly 
regarded, and their knowledge of traditional medicines and healing. Students also 
reported that grandmothers were able to evoke feelings of obligation from family 
members to return the care that they had received from their grandmothers. Family 
members were willing to assist grandmothers financially and afford them deep respect 
and love for the work that they had done.  

 

Siblings (girl children) as care-givers  
In addition to mothers and grandmothers doing the care-giving, students related that girl 
siblings were also given the responsibility of taking care of their younger siblings. In some 
instances these duties would mean that substantial time was devoted to care work at the 
expense of other activities such as school homework, socialising with friends or even paid 
employment. This means that girl children particularly were disadvantaged with regard to the 
time that they had available to pursue activities relating to their personal development.  

Young girls used to look for young children whilst the mother was at work. This caring 
always took place after school hours, probably from 2h00 to 6h00, until the mother 
arrives (Family Profile 37). 

In some instances young girls missed days of school or gave up school or paid employment 
altogether in order to care on a full-time basis for chronically ill or dependent people. In other 
cases children took it in turns to be absent:  

I worked there until my mother, Georgina, fell ill in 1971. That’s when I stopped working 
to look after my mother. Because all my sisters were in Johannesburg, my daughter, 
Phyllis, had to help look after my mother while I looked after the business. Phyllis lost a 
part of her teenage years during that time because my mother was bedridden and blind 
and needed to be looked after like a baby (Family Profile 110; life history of 
grandmother). 
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My mother then had two more strokes and after the third time, she did not recover the 
way we all had hoped she would. My sister Cathy had to quit school to take care of 
mother while she was still ill (Family Profile 107; life history of mother). 

Normally in our household as we were schooling we were supposed to take turns to go 
to school, one goes today and the other one would be absent to look after our 
grandparents (Family Profile 13). 

The first two excerpts demonstrate the expectations that adolescent girls would abandon 
whatever they were engaged with to single-handedly care for all the needs of highly dependent 
kin for extended periods of time. This would have had many consequences for their ability to 
pursue education and would have affected their future employability, and therefore their ability 
to acquire resources in later life. It is doubtful whether the same expectations would have been 
placed on a male adolescent. The third excerpt does not refer to gender but indicates how 
schooling was interrupted by expectations related to care-giving. 

 

Communal or shared care-giving 
Students also reported that caring work was undertaken communally – it was not one particular 
family member who looked after another, but a group of people, largely women, caring for 
children or a sick or elderly person. When it became difficult for a particular woman to care, she 
was replaced by another female family member. 

My parents' marriage deteriorated because my father drank a lot. This resulted in my 
mother leaving to work in-service. My grandmother then came to look after my brother 
and sisters and myself. At that time, all of us attended school. Then one day my 
grandmother could not cope with raising us and nobody knew of my mother's 
whereabouts. Probably because she did not want my father to know because she was 
scared of him. My father left soon after my mother left. 

My mother did not forget about us though. She brought money every month, and I 
remember her hiding under the bed if our father used to come, and look to see if she 
came home already. When my grandmother got ill, the family decided that myself, 
seeing that I was the eldest had to leave school to look after my sisters and brothers. I 
can remember it as if it was yesterday. I was in standard three (3), eleven (11) years 
old, going on to twelve (12). I was very sad, but they promised that if everything went 
well, I could go back to school. Since then I had to play mother to my brothers and 
sisters. 

I remember going to my father's work every Friday. He use to give me money which he 
put in my sock and then gave me bus fare to get home. On my way home, I bought fish 
and chips and a loaf of bread. We had to fend for ourselves and I had to protect my 
brothers and sisters from the family in the house, because they were very nasty. This 
was because we had nobody to look after us, with my mother and father gone and my 
grandmother being ill. 

M., the second eldest, also had to leave school after a while, because I had to go to 
work. I found work at "Settlers Club" in Queen Victoria Street, for R8 a week. There, I 
use to wash serviettes on Mondays and ironed them on Tuesdays. On Wednesdays I 
was off, and then I use to do some housework to help my sister cope. Raising children 
at such a tender age in that time was very difficult. Sometimes when I was off from 
work, I would go to my mother's work, but I was not allowed to tell anybody where she 
worked, because my father wanted to literally kill her. My mother use to give food for 
me to take home. It went on like that for a while (Family Profile 67; mother’s life story).  

This account provides a good example of the dilemmas involved in having to both care for 
family members who were dependent, such as children, and acquire resources so that family 
members could survive. In terms of Tronto’s (1993) phases of caring, these are the activities of 
care-giving and taking care of. However, what becomes clear in this account is that getting 
resources for the family (taking care of) had to take precedence over care-giving. Since many 
students lived in conditions of dire financial need, this situation was often reported. It is these 
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conditions of having to abandon care of family members in search of resources to survive 
which are often not reflected upon in social work notions of child abuse and neglect. The 
mother’s or daughter’s moral responsibility to take care of family members by obtaining 
resources for them would be disregarded in conventional social work texts and practice. 
Furthermore, men would not be construed as ‘unfit fathers’: this term does not exist in social 
work discourse.  

The excerpt above illustrates Nancy Fraser’s (1989) description of the double bind that single 
mothers find themselves in owing to the male breadwinner being the normative model in social 
work. Single mothers have to both care for their children and seek resources by engaging in 
paid employment. They are therefore found lacking owing to their inability to perform both of 
these roles, with the state assuming minimal responsibility to contribute to either of these 
modes of caring. In the account above, however, the mother left the household to escape a 
violent relationship and it was other relatives and children who assumed the responsibility for 
care-giving and finding resources for family members to survive. In social work parlance, these 
children would be pathologised and considered as being ‘in need of care’ and possibly 
removed to a children’s home if they had come under the regulatory surveillance of the social 
work profession.  

Students reported that living in an extended household and having one’s extended kin at hand 
was advantageous in terms of shared caring. Aunts, grannies and siblings were able to look 
after children when mothers were away, because they lived under one roof. If extended family 
were not living together, children were sent to live with them, and returned to their parents at 
the end of the day, or over weekends.  

During my infancy and very early years of my life, I was cared for and looked after by 
my mother who was working in kitchens doing the washing, cleaning and cooking for 
the white family. My mother used to take me to her younger sister who was not working 
by then. My mother’s youngest sister lived in the same township just few corners from 
our home. So my mother had to collect me after work about 16:30 in the afternoon as 
this was the time for domestic worker to get out (Family profile 102). 

In a similar way, elderly and sick people were cared for by female family members who took 
shifts: 

When the elderly members of the family are sick, my sisters take turns to go and live 
with them. Those who are not working go and care for them until the others comes from 
work (Family Profile 81). 

Because children’s school schedules do not take the world of paid work into account, the world 
of paid employment does not take caring responsibilities into account and students reported 
that since few public childcare services were available, the school holidays were periods where 
grandmothers, aunts and older siblings would have to care for family members. 

 

Minority categories of care-givers 
In a minority of cases (7 out of the 118), students wrote about their fathers assisting their 
mothers in the actual care-giving. Only one father was reported to be the primary caregiver. 
Fathers did hands-on care-giving when they were forced to, for example when mothers 
suffered from serious problems such as a mental breakdown or heart attack. Two students 
reported that neighbours were involved in looking after children while their primary caregivers 
were at work and one student reported that a friend was involved. Nine students reported using 
day care or crèche facilities – these were generally students that lived in urban areas, which 
were relatively well-resourced. 
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Five students reported being raised by nannies (paid employees) and two by daymothers who 
were paid to care for children. 

 

Care of elderly persons  
Many students, both African and coloured, reported that old age homes were an inappropriate 
response in caring for elderly people. This is partly due to the high social status that elderly 
persons occupy in these communities, religious beliefs which encourage a reverence for 
elderhood,89 and strong kinship ties, which will be discussed in greater detail in the next 
section.  

As my family is the traditional (unique) family, aging parents don't have to stay in old 
age homes. They have the belief that ancestors won't visit them when they are staying 
in unfamiliar places with norms and roles that are different from their houses. My 
grandmother is the aged parent who is 84 years old and she never dreams about old 
age home (Family Profile 14, African student). 

In this excerpt, the idea of institutionalised care for elderly family members is portrayed as 
unnecessary and inappropriate. The institution is depicted as a foreign place, which would 
impact upon religious practices and forms of attachment with the living dead, and thus as 
damaging for elderly people and more generally for kinship relations. The student’s description 
of her grandmother never dreaming about old age homes could mean that it was not the desire 
of her ancestors that she should go to such a place, as, according to Ramose (1999), it is said 
that ancestors make their wishes known to the living through dreams. It is also intimated that 
other kin would be there to look after elderly members, which is more strongly expressed in the 
following quote: 

Old age homes were not what our people practising as it was perceived as the way of 
throwing your people away and showing no respect and being thankful to them. 
Institutionalising our relatives was compared with bad luck, that will be following you. 
Your parents were suppose[d] to die on your hands especially if you were the first born, 
that had to do with luck (Family Profile 69, African student). 

The account above indicates in no uncertain terms that old age homes would never be 
considered as an option for the care of the elderly. The notion of ‘throwing your people away’ 
indicates that rather than being seen as giving him/her access to places of care, 
institutionalising an elder would be considered as a gross form of neglect and abuse. The 
perception of elderly family members as being close to ancestors and the recognition of this 
status would account for the student regarding it as ‘bad luck’ to institutionalise elderly family 
members and ‘good luck’ for them ‘to die on your hands’. The implications of this are that the 
closer in physical proximity you were to elders, the more you would flourish as a person. This 
would have implications for the work of caring in that there would have to be people (probably 
women kin) available to care for elderly family members. 

It was not only African students who reported on the importance of caring for elderly family 
members within the household: urban coloured students also expressed their disapproval of 
the placing of elderly relatives in institutions: 

                                                  
89 Makoni and Stroeken (2002b: 5) distinguish between the terms ‘old-age’, ‘elderliness’ and ‘elderhood’. They see 
‘old age’ as having negative connotations of bio-medical perceptions of bodily decay and decline and therefore as 
ageist, ‘elderliness’ as a more neutral term, and ‘elderhood’ as referring to the social construction of the elder within a 
particular culture. In this study, I make use of both ‘elderliness’ and ‘elderhood’ as they convey a sense of respect for 
advanced age, which is evident in students’ accounts. The terms also avoid the essentialism of fixed notions of age 
categories and the concomitant expectations of these categories, but rather imply that age or generation is inter-
subjectively constructed in different social environments.  
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Boarders or domestic workers were not allowed to live in the household due to the fact 
that the house was already crowded. But individuals which were allowed to stay in the 
household no matter how crowded the space were, were aging parents. Mr and Mrs 
September never believed that aging individuals should be place in old age homes – 
they totally disagree with that. Mrs Septembers' mother, Mrs C. Mentoor, stayed with 
them in their house until she died in 1985. Even Mr Septembers' mother, Mrs F. 
September, never lived in an old age home but rather stays with her youngest son, 
David, and his family. What kept the aging parents happy was the surroundance of their 
family especially their grandchildren and also the fact that they are wanted in the 
household (Family Profile 24, coloured student). 

The above quote indicates the manner in which elderly people are given preference as family 
members and illustrates the obligation for both physical and emotional care for elderly 
relatives. It was perceived as important for elderly family members to have access to their kin 
and to maintain a sense of usefulness in their lives, which were seen as being promoted by 
living in the same household as younger generations.  

Only 4 out of the 118 students reported the existence of old age homes in their communities, 
with one student reporting that her grandmother had moved into an old age home. 

A large portion of the welfare budget in the apartheid era was spent on old age housing and 
care for the white community. This is now being reassessed and the money reallocated. It 
would seem from the profiles that if funds were to be made available in the black community, 
they should be used for other purposes than the institutionalisation of the elderly. One student 
commented on professional intervention being unnecessary in the transition to elderliness due 
to the attention and care-giving extended to elders by family members: 

For most older people, including both my grandmothers, and their families, transition to 
old age, with all the accomodation and adaptations required, is accomplished without 
professional help. Family networks remain intact, younger family members offer 
appropriate help and support as needed, medical problems may emerge but are often 
manageable and not catastrophic, and needed progressive care is available through 
familial and social arrangements (Family profile 2). 

The student’s account is important in that it demonstrates that ageism which assumes 
dependency of the elderly in a similar way to the construction of children as dependent, was 
not an issue in her family. The presumed incompetence and inevitable medical disabilities 
associated with elderliness by professionals is contested in this account, which minimalises 
these characteristics. Stroeken (2002) too has noted how western society is inclined to 
medicalise elderly people and identify them with a declining physical state. He attributes this to 
the economic, physical and mental achievement orientation in western culture and the 
reduction of the self to the physical body. For the student, her grandmothers mean much more 
to her family members than the symptoms of their ageing bodies, which may or may not have 
medical problems, but which are not seen as problematic in terms of family members’ being 
willing and able to provide care for them.  

 

Students’ views on the gendered division of cooking,  
cleaning and care-giving work 
Students were generally critical of the patterns of gendered practices regarding the 
responsibilities and tasks assigned to family members. They were aware that certain family 
members benefited from this work and others were disadvantaged, and expressed concerns 
about injustice in relation to this. They identified certain family members’ needs as being given 
priority, while others who were differently marked in terms of gender and generation were 
disadvantaged. They expressed much concern about the injustice of women having to perform 
the care-giving work, invoking a discourse of justice in relation to care to support their 
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arguments, which they had access to through the readings provided in the reading pack. 
Students also expressed views calling for housework to be acknowledged and valued for the 
contribution that it makes.  

Housework should not be done only by women because even men do benefit from what 
is done by women. Another thing is that housework is very difficult unlike other work 
because there is no tea time and lunch time. A person who is doing housework the 
whole day without rest, has to eat while busy doing another duty. I recommend that 
both males and females should do housework equally because they both own children 
in this family and the property belongs to both of them. The housework should be a paid 
task because there is no difference with a paid one done in other work place. In the 
case of a married couple, if the wife is doing housework she will remain dependent on 
her husband financially because the work she is going is not paying (Family Profile 22). 

This excerpt illustrates a number of perceptions on the student’s part in relation to housework. 
The first is that it is men who are the beneficiaries of the onerous and never-ending work 
performed by women. The second idea is that the work involves multiple tasks having to be 
undertaken at the same time. The third is that children and property belong to both parents 
who should therefore both engage in the maintenance of these assets. The fourth is the 
argument that housework is a paid-for activity outside the household, and should therefore be 
recognised as work and be remunerated. The fifth observation by this student is that the wife is 
in a vulnerable position due to her work regarding maintenance of the children and house. This 
argument is elaborated on by Eva Kittay (1993; 2002), who posits that in order for caring to be 
done in a social situation which does not incur sacrifices and so disadvantage or impinge on 
the well-being of the care-giver, a wage should be given for caring or dependency work, to 
provide conducive conditions for caring. This would presuppose a public acknowledgement of 
the value of giving and receiving care. Young (1995) reinforces this view that caring work 
makes a vital contribution to society, and that this should be acknowledged through public 
provision for those who are engaged in such work. While students expressed an awareness of 
the value of caring work in terms of its contribution to the economy, they also wrote of how 
caring work is presently not acknowledged in this way: 

Childcare, cleaning, shopping, cooking, laundry, care for infirm and elderly, house 
maintenance, are all tasks necessitating plenty of time and effort, and therefore 
constitute work. They are not, however, acknowledged as such by most members of 
society, even by those who carry out the tasks (Family Profile 24). 

Students made observations corresponding to Tronto’s (1993) notion of privileged 
irresponsibility, where they commented on how men took it for granted that their needs would 
be met, not considering how they were benefiting from women’s work. Below is an example of 
a student who is conscious of her father’s privileged irresponsibility (although she does not 
label it as such) with regard to care-giving, and his obliviousness to the struggles of the woman 
as she attempts to cope with the multitude of tasks at hand. 

I think that both men and women have to take care of their children, to give them love 
and care they deserve. It is very painful to watch a man sitting in the diningroom 
reading a paper whilst the woman is in the kitchen cooking carrying a crying child on 
her back with others pulling her down with her dresses asking for food. In my opinion 
every household work has to be shared equally between men and women, boy and girls 
so as to live a harmonious life (Family Profile 46). 

The student expresses emotional discomfort at the depiction of the above scene, probably 
taken from her own observations at home. Another example of a student’s cognisance of 
privileged irresponsibility and critical attitude to the gendered division of labour is contained in 
the following excerpt, written by a coloured male student who grew up in Manenberg, a major 
sub-economic area on the Cape Flats in Cape Town. The student’s critical attitude towards his 
father’s lack of input into the caring process and his mother’s acceptance of her responsibilities 
can indicate that he has been influenced by feminist analyses of relationships in the family as 
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appear in the text by Barrett and McIntosh (1982), which was part of the pack of readings 
which accompanied the profile assignment: 

My mother cared for us and reared us far as I can remember. My father was never 
forced to stay at home and look after us my mother always took it upon herself. She 
was the one staying out of work to care for us when we were sick, it was always 
optional to my father. However this is how the majority of families operated in 
Manenberg, most women seem to have accepted their "responsibilities" as far as their 
families are concerned. "The principle of the wage earner and his dependents, of the 
husband who contributes cash while the wife contributes household labour, is not a 
division of labour between equals, but an unequal exchange in which the man's 
interests predominate." (Barrett, M. and McIntosh, M. The Anti-Social Family 1982) 
(Family Profile 65 ) 

 

Gender traitors – developing alternative scripts 
The accounts from family profiles have thus far demonstrated that it is mainly women who 
engaged in care-giving work and household tasks. In looking at how these practices can be 
resisted, it would be useful to look at illustrations of instances in the family profiles where 
gendered assumptions in relation to practices have been subverted. Alison Bailey, the 
American philosopher, (2000) has described as ‘traitorous’ to describe those subjects who 
belong to dominant groups yet resist the usual assumptions and practices of these groups. She 
distinguishes between ‘privilege-cognisant’ and ‘privilege-evasive’ white scripts in discussing 
race traitors. Privilege-cognisant whites (those who are conscious of and recognise their 
privileged position) refuse to engage in the ‘daily collaboration of performances of historically 
pre-established scripts’ (Bailey 2000:296). On the other hand, privilege-evasive scripts (these 
are similar to what Joan Tronto (1993) has called being in a position of privileged 
irresponsibility) re-inscribe a racial order in which white lives are valued at the expense of the 
lives of people of colour. These ideas can be similarly used when considering the category of 
gender. A gender traitor or a privilege-cognisant man would try to understand the privileges 
granted to him and be critical of these, finding ways to develop alternative scripts. 

As an illustration of the concept of gender traitor, I will use the family profile of a Muslim woman 
student from a coloured township in Cape Town, in which various privilege-cognisant scripts 
can be discerned in her brother’s life history and then in the description of how he shared in 
household tasks. The brother has a critically reflective consciousness of his gendered 
behaviour. He values and acknowledges the positive side of rejecting his male script and being 
a gender traitor in his development of conflict resolution through debate rather than aggression. 
He is aware of himself as a member of a privileged group and is described by the student as 
initially resistant to giving up his privileges, but then relinquishing them and later willingly 
engaging in them as a result of pressure from his sisters and mother. As Alison Bailey (2000: 
296) comments, traitorousness involves breaking old habits and developing new ones. The 
father similarly engages in tasks which are the traditional domain of women. The student 
describes how he manages to resist even the dominant gendered script of the Islamic faith: 

 

Student’s brother’s life story: 

My sisters reckoned that I did not keep myself busy enough, and since my mother was 
adamant I was not to receive any special favours, I learnt to sweep, scrub and polish 
wooden floors, ironing and even mixing cake when Rashieda needed a strong arm. 
During winter I usually had to make a fire in a paraffin tin so we had hot coals to warm 
ourselves during the cold evenings. 

Student’s description of brother’s role in household tasks 
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Zahied, under much protest at first, had to assist his sister in domestic chores, and later 
came to realise that there is no such thing as a completely women task or male task. 
He is even involved in babysitting his niece Nadia and nephew Monde (a task normally 
done by women competently). Basically I think it is up to the individual if he or she is so 
indoctrinated by stereotypical notions of what men's and women's roles in caring for 
other and domestic chores are, or are they willing to make that change? 

Student’s description of father’s role in household tasks 

My father comes from a predominantly male family and because his father Johnny L 
was away so often (working for the South African Railways, now Spoornet) it was easy 
for his mother Rachel L to delegate the domestic duties amongst them. Even when they 
were sent to the convent, they had to do chores so often associated with the female 
sex. They performed these tasks competently and still had their integrity as a man 
intact. When they got married, both engaged in wage labour, Janap did the occasional 
chore, but it was Jamiel who did the domestic chores primarily. At the time this 
understanding between my parents raised a few eyebrows, especially Janap's parents. 
Being of Islamic faith which strongly advocates the subordination of the women, it was 
like defying an unspoken rule or law, but times were changing and it was clear that 
Janap and Jamiel were adopting their lifestyles to that change. This step played a 
fundamental part in the shaping of future generations' beliefs and value systems. In my 
household my father would come home and after a cup of coffee would relieve mother 
from her tasks. He would bathe the children, prepare supper and assist with children's 
homework. None of these have a family profile reference 

If students lived in households where adult males were absent, this also seemed to be 
conducive to a more egalitarian division of labour, as this male African student who lived with 
his mother and aunt in an urban area describes: 

My family was rather very unique90 in that it did not have a father figure. Therefore 
preparation of food, cleaning was done by everybody. Obviously it was on an unpaid 
basis. It was not a matter of saying who will do what and how instead it was a joint 
responsibility. (Family Profile 3) 

 

There were few instances where students reported that household work was performed by 
both men and women, or where there was a reversal of traditional roles, as in this African 
household:  

Unlike in the patriarchal family where the man worked outside the home for pay and the 
wife worked inside the home not for pay. In this household, the K family, the wife works 
for paid labour outside the home while the husband is unemployed and works within the 
home for unpaid labour. He prepares the daily food for the family if the wife is working 
late, and cleans the house while the wife goes to work. But the washing of clothes and 
ironing is left entirely to the wife, to be done when she's off duty (Family Profile 110). 

These accounts of challenging gendered privileged irresponsibility on the part of family 
members can be regarded as examples of Foucault’s (1982:785) notion of transformation, 
which requires not that we ‘discover what we are’ but rather that we ‘refuse what we are’. 

 

Who was involved in paid employment 
Paid employment can be considered a caring practice in that it involves accumulating 
resources for the survival of family members. Joan Tronto’s (1993) second phase of care – 
taking responsibility for care – is where paid employment would feature. It was not only males 
who were involved in paid employment, and students indicated that attitudes towards women 

                                                  
90 The student sees her family as unique and therefore not conforming to the norm which suggests that she had 
internalised the familist idea of the nuclear family being the norm. 
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seeking paid employment were generally positive amongst family members, although this 
attitude was more positive in urban than in rural areas: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 6.4 Family members’ attitudes to women’s paid employment by location 

As can be seen in Figure 6.4, the attitude towards women seeking paid employment was more 
favourable in urban than in rural areas, in terms of the number of positive and negative responses. 
This is to be expected, as it is largely to urban areas that women migrate in search of paid 
employment: those in rural areas tend not be engaged in paid employment to the same extent. In 
Figure 6.5, it can be seen that situations where both parents working are more common than any 
other category in the urban areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6.5   Family members involved in paid employment according to location 
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which family members are in paid employment 

  Frequency Percent 

father 15 12.7 
mother 12 10.2 
both parents 49 41.5 
siblings 4 3.4 
both parents and siblings 13 11.0 
father and siblings 16 13.6 
mother and siblings 1 .8 
relative employed 2 1.7 
mother and female relative 4 3.4 
mother and relative 2 1.7 
Total 118 100.0 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.6 Categories of family members in paid employment 

 

Figure 6.6 shows that according to students’ accounts of who was engaged in paid 
employment amongst their family members, their situations differed from that which is 
assumed to be the norm in traditional social work texts. Rather than the stay-at-home care-
giving mother and the breadwinner father who brings in the sole source of income for the 
family, the majority of students (42%) reported that both their fathers and mothers were 
engaged in paid employment. Reynolds (2001) noted that in Britain since the post-war period 
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77% of black women have been engaged in paid employment. The stay-at-home care-giving 
mother can thus be seen to be fictional for some time as regards black British women. 

The traditional situation of only a father being employed was reported as being the case for 
13% of students, as portrayed in the following account: 

In my household my father is the sole financial provider and works basically seven days 
a week, in order to provide the necessities required to run a home, as well as being 
able to make our lives more comfortable and to be able to provide us with things his 
parents, as well as my mommy's parents, were unable to give them. My father works as 
an installation manager for a pool company and has been in this profession for about 18 
years. I have to mention that my father works very hard in order to support us as a 
family and to be able to run the household successfully, as well as to be able to put me 
through University and to be able to provide my sister with more money to pay her 
school fees and all the extra classes she takes at school. And I would like to point out 
that my dad works "24 hours" a day, seven days a week and this is much appreciated 
(Family Profile 94). 

As the above indicates, when fathers were sole providers they worked long hours and exerted 
much effort in order to provide family members dependent on their wages with opportunities 
and resources that they themselves did not have access to. 

Ten percent of students reported that their mothers were the sole breadwinners. 

Our mother is the only breadwinner in the house. With her salary everything is paid. 
This includes rent, electricity, school funds, clothes accounts, furniture shops etc. My 
mother is a supervisor in a big shop and she works anything between 51-56 hours a 
week (Family Profile 97). (Translated from Afrikaans by me). 

Again, as in the situation with a male sole breadwinner, the female as sole breadwinner was 
reported as being compelled to work long hours to provide for her dependents. In some 
instances students reported that their mothers took on a number of jobs to be able to support 
their family members. In their accounts, students expressed awareness that their mothers were 
disadvantaged in relation to white women in that they had to both care for their children and 
engage in paid work: 

Like any other black women, my mother is the one who is responsible for the daily 
preparation of food, cleaning the house and working to earning money. As Dominelli, L. 
(1991, p.125) has suggested that the white woman may find family relationships 
reinforce their subordinate status as the primary caregivers, but black woman find they 
have to be both primary caregivers and income earners (Family Profile 115). 

Students were also cognisant of the exploitative nature of the work to which their mothers had 
access: 

The luck of paid job was the desperate problem for the women. For those who could 
find the job conditions were very poor. The work was strenuous and the hours were 
long. They were paid low wages but and the days work continued when they get home 
(Family Profile 39). 

Students described their mothers as having access only to service work which was of a similar 
nature to the work which they were doing at home: 

My mom did housework. She was a char and was familiar to all the white residents in 
the area. Her salary was very poor but even with such a little salary she forced me to go 
to study. After my junior certificate she suggested I go and better my qualifications. She 
earned 50c a day doing char jobs. She gathered clothes for me and always tried to 
provide everything we longed for. She helped us raise our kids. She quit work when I 
had my eldest child. She suggested to take care of the child while I go to work. She also 
raised my youngest sister's five children. One of the most important lessons my mother 
told me was to always be positive and have tolerance especially with our kids. She died 
in 1992 after a short illness. We were devastated but we carry our memories with us 
forever. (Family Profile 117; mother’s life history). 
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In the student’s account of her mother’s life history, the manner in which her mother was 
disadvantaged by her working conditions and her care-giving, and how she put her children’s 
needs above her own, is illustrated. The whole account gives instances of care-giving – either 
for minimal wages in white households or for her own children and grandchildren so that they 
could pursue education and paid work. The qualities for which she was remembered also 
related to those required in situations of care – positiveness and tolerance in her love and 
responsiveness towards her family dependents. Many other students’ accounts related how 
their mothers, because of their own life experiences of denigration and suffering, worked in 
order to make their children’s lives different from their own, a point also strongly emphasised 
by Barbara Omolade (1994) in relation to the experiences of African-American women, and by 
Tracey Reynolds (2001) in relation to black British women.. 

Some students’ accounts reported the necessity for a number of family members to engage in 
paid employment in order to be able to survive due to the low wages family members earned. 
The male breadwinner model where a single (male) person’s wages were enough to cover the 
needs of family members was never applied to black males. Rather, they were constructed as 
labourers, necessary to fulfil the needs of the white economy and with no attention being given 
to the fact that they were people with dependents. The family wage appears only to have 
pertained to whites, from the students’ accounts. Students described how their family members 
used the money which was acquired through paid employment and who had access to this 
money. Mostly when it was both parents who worked, they pooled their income and each 
salary was used to pay for various expenses. 

Only my mother and my father were involved in waged labour and they were the ones 
to see as to what we needed. Actually my father paid the house bond, the policies and 
insurance and my mother paid the accounts for clothing and furniture shops, and then 
bought grocer[ies] (Family Profile 90). 

There was also a pooling of income when more family members were involved in paid 
employment:  

My mother, aunt and her husband and my grandmother are involved in waged labour. 
Each member within the household has to pay some account/bill pertaining the smooth 
running of the household. My aunt pays the house as she is subsidised. My mother 
pays the telephone and electricity bills. My uncle pays the car and buys groceries. Yet 
there is sometimes a shift when it comes to groceries. My grandmother's pension 
covers 90% of the domestic's wages (Family Profile 101). 

In circumstances where children were engaged in paid employment, they brought home their 
wage packets unopened and gave them to the mother who would then distribute the income to 
pay for basic needs, and give them a small amount of money from their wages: 

Both the males and females in the household had careers and were thus engaged in 
paid labour. Despite this, children living in their parents' home while engaged in paid 
labour (unmarried children) are expected to give off all of their earnings from which 
his/her parent will give him/her an allowance (Family Profile 61). 

Sometimes children had to assume major responsibility in providing for their family members 
and contributing in major ways to the maintenance of the household and the educational 
advancement of other family members. Circumstances changed in the family with people 
leaving paid employment and other family members having to take over this responsibility: 

My father was involved in waged labour. My father used to send the family money by 
post on a monthly basis for groceries and for necessities that were needed at schools. 
Some money was used to buy clothes for the children. Father was working in Port 
Elizabeth as a labourer in the industries. He was working eight hours a day i.e. forty 
hours a week. After the death of my father in February 1980, I was involved in wage 
labour. My salary was administered by my mother. I used to give her the full salary to 
buy food, clothes and to educate my siblings. I worked at Saint Matthews Hospital as a 
clerk. After six years of work my brother joined me as a soldier. Later my younger 
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brother joined us. He worked at Cecilia Makiwane Hospital as a security officer. All of us 
gave our mother a certain percentage of our salaries to maintain her, her children and 
her grandchildren. We worked forty hours a week (Family Profile 22). 

In terms of the values associated with the first and second phases of care, the above accounts 
illustrate how attentive and responsible family members were in relation to each others’ needs. 
Students and their family members assumed a moral responsibility for providing for the needs 
of their kin, and one does not get a sense that they resented giving their wages primarily to 
promote the well-being of their relatives. It was not only parents who felt this responsibility, but 
grandmothers, aunts, uncles and siblings. In addition to the responsibility for providing money 
in order to survive, female family members also provided care for dependents while other 
family members were engaged in paid work, as I have already indicated in the section on 
unpaid work.  

In most instances, students described how it was basic needs such as rent, food, electricity, 
clothes and school fees that income was used to meet. It was also evident that much of the 
income was spent on accounts, which meant that family members lived on credit, not having 
the income to purchase goods upfront. It was only in a minority of students’ accounts that more 
luxurious items, such as cars and medical aid, were mentioned. In these cases the family 
members had access to professions such as teaching or clerical work: 

My parents are the only two people who are involved with paid labour. My mother's pay 
goes towards food, maintenance and payment of her car, and towards her three 
clothing and one food account. My father's pay goes towards the maintenance and 
payment of his car, lights and electricity, water, maintenance within and outside the 
house, 2 food accounts, doctors and dentist bills (although we are on medical aid), 
phone bill, school fees and for entertainment. My father is a teacher he works from 7-30 
am to 2-30 pm – H High School Somerset West. My mother is an administrative 
secretary and works from 8-00 am to 4-00 pm – GH High School (Family Profile 86). 

In this chapter I have looked thus far at the work in which family members engaged to care for 
each other and to provide material resources needed for the survival of family members. The 
work of cleaning, cooking and looking after those who were dependent was performed by 
females; not only biological mothers, but girl siblings, grandmothers and aunts as well. The 
work of providing money so that resources could be accessed in order for family members to 
achieve capabilities such as adequate nourishment, shelter and education, was performed by 
both males and females, young and old. The normative assumptions that children and old 
people are dependent and incompetent is recast in students’ accounts of both young and old 
people assuming responsibility for their family members and engaging in hands-on care-giving 
work.  

In the next section, I attempt to answer the second question posed at the beginning of this 
chapter – how were family members recognised or misrecognised in terms of gender and 
generation?  

 

Status of people in terms of gender and generation 
In examining the status of family members, I look at categories of gender and generation in 
terms of how they were recognised or misrecognised in relation to these categories. Women 
are considered in relation to their positioning as mothers and daughters-in-law, and men, 
elders and children will be considered in relation to other members in the household.  
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The positioning of women as mothers – people with status  
In both African and Muslim student accounts, acquiring the status of motherhood was very 
important in the construction of womanhood within the family. Often women were reported by 
students to have married only after they had already had a child, contrary to middle-class white 
expectations. This was regarded as a positive situation for the woman, as it was indicative of 
her ability to bear children, which was of enormous significance for her status as a person. It 
was problematic for women who were in relationships where no children had been born, as it 
was often she who was blamed for this situation and consequently ostracised. 

Women are viewed as people who can only bear children and look after the family. A 
woman who cannot have a child is worthless and the family members (extended) can 
hate her. The customary marriage in my family was primarily based on the expectation 
that a woman will give babies to the man – that is why lobola was paid. According to my 
culture she was supposed to give the lobola back to my family’s people if she does not 
get pregnant (Family Profile 76). 

Women as mothers were sentimentalised and acquired an exalted status, where they had to 
be protected, revered and respected, as the following excerpt from a Muslim woman student’s 
profile demonstrates. In this case the woman was permitted to return to wage labour, but in 
more ‘traditional’ or conservative African and Muslim households, women in students’ accounts 
were reported as being barred from seeking paid employment. 

Women in my family acquired an escalated status. Greatly influenced by Islamic 
principles of our religion women are treated with great respect. The saying "Paradise 
lies at the feet of thy mother" consciously made us aware of the significant role the 
mother and women as a whole play within the context of the family. 

When my mother started a family, she put her career on hold for almost 10 years. 
Religiously it was the appropriate thing to do. She was not just regarded as a woman, 
but she was a mother. Her newfound status was accompanied by admiration and 
respect. Even when she went back to wage labour her changing status never 
compromised her status as a working woman in any way (Family Profile 10). 

 

The positioning of women as daughters-in-law in African 
households 
All African students reported that families paid lobola or bridewealth, which is sometimes paid 
in cattle but now is also paid in cash. Most described this as a positive practice in that it bound 
families together. Wives were seen as being the property of the whole family of the in-laws. 
The system of hlonipha91 or respect for in-laws and all that this involved was described – for 
example, the makoti92 or new wife is not allowed to mention the name of her father-in-law or 
use any word which is similar to it. She has to lower her eyes and must call all sisters besides 
younger ones sisi which is a sign of respect. 

In the excerpt from Family Profile 51, the student refers to the status of daughters-in-law in 
African families. They were perhaps the most harshly treated in terms of their caring abilities, 
as they were supposed to service the in-laws’ family members in all sorts of ways. As the 
student intimates, if the work was not seen as adequate, the daughter-in-law could be sent 
back to her maternal family. 

The task of caring and rearing was also put to women. The older women would guide 
the young women who did not have much knowledge on rearing of the children. It was 

                                                  
91 Hlonipha is a Xhosa verb that describes the act of showing respect, particularly, but not exclusively, by a daughter-
in-law to her parents- and especially her father-in-law (also her siblings-in-law, especially her elder brothers-in-law. 
92 Xhosa for new bride/daughter-in-law, commonly used to describe a new daughter-in-law who is subjected to 
strenuous demands to give care and demonstrate subservience to her parents-in-law and her siblings-in-law.  
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also the task of women to look for family members who were weak disabled or elderly 
and provide basic care for them. They were the ones who were blamed if the family 
members were unhealthy. Even when they did not perform their tasks they were sent 
back to their homes if they are married (Family Profile 51). 

African students related stories of fathers actively preventing their daughters from pursuing 
education or making them leave school at an early age. The fathers regarded education for 
girls as a waste of resources since the daughters would marry and work for their in-laws rather 
than repaying their parents with resources from their labour.  

In the accounts below, it becomes apparent that new daughters-in-law occupy a very low 
status in their acquired households. They have to prove to their in-laws that they are worthy of 
the bridewealth attached to them and behave in the manner expected of them. This entails 
learning the in-laws customs and traditions, while staying for a period of about a year in their 
household, as well as performing menial tasks for all members residing in this household, as 
part of their kinship obligations. They are also graded in terms of age, with new wives 
(oomakoti) having the least privileges and older wives the most privileges. The new daughters-
in-law are obliged to do all the household maintenance work of cleaning and tidying, as well as 
caring for dependents. Therefore, particularly in most African students’ accounts, both gender 
and generation are significant in terms of family practices, with a patriarchal gerontocracy 
prevailing. 

Our brother’s wives are the ones who really wake up early in the morning and make 
coffee/tea. They are not really forced to do this, its only that they don’t want our parents 
to think they are lazy and cannot look after their husbands.  

Women in the family are in a hierarchical relationships there are the old ones, the 
middle ones and the small ones called “Oomakoti”.93  The small women are taught not 
to call everything its name. They are given names to call those things and they use 
‘hlonipha94 language’. They are also taught to respect the children of that home not to 
hit them and also respect the animals of that home. Women are also not allowed to 
pass next to their fathers-in-law. Again they must also wear long dress or skirts, have 
small towels on their waist, also have something on top of the shoulders and what they 
call "iqhiya"95 and it must cover the forehead and that also shows respect within the 
family (Family Profile 67). 

This account illustrates how the new daughters-in-law are compelled by expectations rather 
than forced to service the needs of other family members. Gender is mediated by age in that 
the newest or most recently acquired wives or oomakoti have the lowest status and the most 
restrictions placed on them. Their status is lower than that of animals and children in the 
paternal home. The reasons for the misrecognition of the new daughters-in-law in students’ 
accounts can be seen in the following account: 

Women are still viewed inferior as compared to men. After interview the married son of 
the family (Babalo) I observed that it is because of lobola that is paid by husband for 
their wives that cause the women to be seen as commodities of men. Women occupied 
low status even in relation to the family members. For instance in family meetings they 
are excluded as outsiders since they come from other families meaning that they were 
not born within the family. They are given the status of additional members in the family 
(Family Profile 105). 

Bridewealth was also seen as accountable for young women’s low status in that they became 
the property of paternal family members, yet they were still regarded as outsiders in relation to 
the paternal relatives and thus accorded few privileges. Their position as outsiders is explained 
by another student: 

                                                  
93 Young wives 
94 Literally respect.  
95 Iqhiya is a covering for the head. 
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In my family women are viewed as not fully members of the family because during 
negotiations of important things women are excluded. They are believed as not of the 
same blood as members of family so including them will always make things go wrong. 
For example when members of the family come together near the kraal96 and decide 
about what to do like setting funeral dates, preparation of food for funeral. Only men are 
involved. It is clear that women are not needed because in my culture women are not 
allowed to be near the kraal even if there is something emergency she has to cry for 
help. Women are just people to give help. Older people tell them what they decided on 
and they know what to do. In most cases women are the one who work hard for 
example during initiation they have to clean houses, go to the forest to gather woods, 
cook outside with those big black pot (Family Profile 113). 

Here, as in other students’ accounts, it becomes clear that the status of womanhood is 
equivalent to that of being a daughter-in-law. Women as daughters-in-law were misrecognised 
in that they were seen as bringing misfortune to family members due to their ‘different blood’. 
The student’s description of daughters-in-law or women as ‘not needed’ and ‘just people to 
give help’, carrying out the orders of men and elders and knowing their place, is not dissimilar 
to the mechanisms which were described in Chapter Four as being employed in cultural racism 
as a form of misrecognition. Here women are backgrounded in that their contributions to 
dependency work are trivialised (just people to give help). There is also radical exclusion by 
maximising separation (not allowed to be near the kraal) whereby women are disassociated 
from men and marked as inferior beings, not worthy of any attention (even if something goes 
wrong the woman is not allowed to transgress these boundaries). Plumwood’s (1993) notion of 
incorporation is also apposite here, where women are regarded as a lack, as less than (they 
are not of the same blood,97 so would always make things go wrong). Daughters-in-law are 
instrumentalised, in being defined as a means to the ends of all the members of the patriarchal 
family – including children and animals. The daughters-in-law are also homogenised in that 
they are regarded as expendable resources, bought to serve the needs of the paternal family 
members. The views of the daughter-in-law are not regarded as of any importance; instead she 
is bound to observe a host of rules which place restrictions on her behaviour in the paternal 
home. Homogenisation also functions to naturalise domination in that young newly married 
daughters-in-law are expected to behave in similar ways, with little room for negotiation, and 
with the consequences of resistance or inability to comply being banishment back to the 
maternal relatives:  

If women don’t do the housework according to grandmother then that woman should be 
sent back to her parents to be taught how household chores should be done and this is 
considered part of the African culture (Family Profile 16). 

In some traditional texts used in Child and Family Care courses in South African tertiary 
institutions such as those of Philip Barker (1992:14) and George Thorman (1982: 8), ‘families’ 
are described as starting with two persons, a man and a woman who after a courtship then ‘fall 
in love’, marry and establish their own independent household and family unit. In contrast to 
this, African student accounts revealed how in their situations, elders deliberate about which 
woman in the community will make a good daughter-in-law who will work for their family. The 
following quote is a typical example of this: 

In approving marriage, my grandfather would call members of the extended family i.e. 
men to discuss whether it is a right decision taken by their child to take a wife from such 

                                                  
96 Kraal is a cattle byre. 
97 The notion of blood is an important one in traditional African thought. According to Ramose (1999) the spilling of 
blood onto the soil is associated with making a sacrifice to ancestors. That is why if an individual does not go through 
initiation of circumcision, he/she is not able to be incorporated into personhood in the community of living people, 
provide a link between the living and dead or qualify to participate in marriage. Personhood is seen as having to be 
acquired both in the world of the living and the world of the living-dead. Women who are from different families cannot 
be and are not regarded as full persons in the households of their in-laws, in that they do not share ancestry with their 
in-laws. 
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and such a family. If they all do not like the family from where the wife is from they 
would tell the son to look for another one. They even go to an extent of choosing for 
him. When the son gets married, his wife is given some rules and what she need to do 
like looking after her husband, her parents-in-law, the sick and babies. She is also told 
of other members of the family and the church they belong to (Family Profile 1). 

The notion of courtship is not universal, as is assumed in traditional social work texts, nor is the 
basis for marriage sexual attraction or mutual interests as these conventional social work texts 
describe it to be. In students’ accounts, marriage was in some cases described as a situation 
of acquiring a person who will perform the care-giving tasks for the family, particularly where 
bridewealth was received (41 of the 63 African students (65%) reported that lobola was 
paid/received by members of their families).  

Some daughters-in-law were able to escape the duties involved in being a daughter-in-law by 
migrating to take up paid labour. However, it is questionable whether women actually found 
themselves in situations where they could acquire more recognition, as their employment was 
often as domestic workers where similar mechanisms of misrecognition would affect them.  

It was mainly in female-headed households where the husband was a migrant labourer that the 
possibility of reversing some of these expectations was reported to exist for students and their 
family members: 

Ours has been a woman-headed house for a long period during very difficult and rough 
times. My mother did not relax her grip on our household on the return of my father to 
settle permanently in Upington, she makes her presence felt. My mother engages in 
any final decisions about any traditional destiny decided about her children and 
grandchildren or matters concerning the household. My father has bent a bit to be 
comfortable with that. I believe that the different roles women and men play both 
outside and inside the family are not natural but grow out and are the expression of a 
complex series of social relations; patriarchy, economic systems, legal and ideological 
structures and early childhood experiences and their unconscious residues. But then 
most women find themselves having to play both the roles of mother and father to a 
household and this means engaging in crucial traditional "men's only" talks and 
discussions (Family Profile 9). 

It seems that the possibility of challenging the women’s inability to exert influence and make 
decisions in relation to family matters became a possibility only because of the extended period 
of absence of the father in the household. In woman-headed households where men were 
entirely absent, students reported a much more egalitarian set of familial relationships between 
generations and genders. 

 

The positioning of men in students’ accounts 
In the same way that women were described as being inferiorised and othered, men were 
described as seeing themselves as superior beings, important people who thought about 
issues and took significant decisions: 

The communal fire-place. Men and boys of the village met there to talk important things 
and trifles, away from women and girls. The only time women and girls were allowed to 
come near was when they brought supper in calabashes. The man whose wife was ill 
and maybe had no daughter to cook for him, had his food with the others at the 
fireplace. Other women cooked for his sick wife. We, the boys, had to bring wood with 
us from the veld when we came back with our goats, cattle or donkeys. While evening 
milking went on somebody made a fire for the night. We took turns to make fire early in 
the morning or in the evenings. The fellow who was too lazy to carry wood just was not 
allowed to sit with us. He did not wait to be told to stay away either, and one felt 
disgraced by having to stay at home with women and girls. We learnt a great deal at the 
fire-place, even before we were aware of it, history, tradition and custom, code of 
behavior, communal responsibility, social living and so on (Family Profile 2). 
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All the mechanisms of dualism, which characterise women as inferior, can be seen in this 
excerpt. Boys, on the other hand, were given access to the men’s privileges, although they 
were not permitted to take part fully in these, they gained access to cultural knowledge and 
social practices. The perceived inferiority of women is starkly illustrated in the phrase ‘one felt 
disgraced at having to stay at home with women and girls’. The difference between how men 
and women were viewed is most apparent in the following account: 

Women as seen as those people who are to prepare food and not to engage in man's 
business. Within the family women are only to do with the girls and other women, even 
there women are mostly instructed by a man. As I have said that women has to do with 
girls or other women, for instance where she has to tell the girls what their father likes 
or dislikes. Women have a right to talk to the boys but not too much and always when 
the boys reach manhood the women have totally no say because the belief is that the 
boys are now men like the father (Family Profile 13). 

Here once more, men are depicted as the important people, not to be interfered with or to be 
contaminated by women, who are relegated to the company only of other women or girls. Men 
are regarded as the family members with authority, who issue instructions, which women then 
pass down to younger females, informing them of what pleases or displeases their fathers in 
order to modify their behaviour. The radical exclusion mechanism can be seen to be operating 
strongly in this account, where the student concedes that women are in some instances 
permitted to communicate with boys, however this changes entirely when these boys achieve 
the status of manhood (after initiation), and, according to Ramose (1999), of personhood.  

A few students reported abusive situations involving men in their household in relation to 
women and children. The incidents described below can be seen as examples of extreme 
gender and generational abuse. 

Men claim to have authority and control over women. This authority that they perceive 
themselves to possess, gives them licence to disregard and undermine the rights of 
both women and children. The family I come from is a good example. It was featured by 
domestic violence in which both my mother and we as children were abused. In one 
instance my mother’s two fingers were cut with an axe. One other instance I can quote 
is that which includes my sister. She lost the money when she was sent to pay rent and 
electricity bills. She was tied to a tree by my father and whipped until she could cry no 
more. I can recall how my father abused me. I was bruised the way he had beaten me. I 
had reached adolescence and naturally my breasts started to protrude. This is why I 
was beaten. He said I was now a woman (Family Profile 73). 

As part of my grandfather’s wage he gets a bottle of cheap wine every night. He is 
regularly drunk and very violent when he is drunk. My grandmother and her children 
endured physical and emotional abuse all through these years as a result of this. Family 
members spoke often to my grandpa about his drinking and supported my grandmother 
and her children when the violence occurred. Never has the pattern of violence been 
abated. The priest from the local church also tried to get the farmers to stop with the tot 
system but it is still continuing (Family Profile 59). 

It is not only gender- and generation-related prejudice that are evident in these accounts of 
abuse, but also institutional racism in the form of paying wages in alcohol rather than money – 
the notorious ‘tot’ system used in the farmlands of the Western Cape. The first account gives 
the impression that the abuse and violence occurred due to the student’s and her other family 
member’s status as women – they were to be punished and subdued for having or achieving 
that status.  

 

The positioning of elders in students’ accounts 
 

In our culture (like us who were in an extended family situation) it was a hierarchy kind 
of milieu with grandparents occupying the highest position, then the father, the mother 
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and then the siblings who also follow according to their ages, from the eldest to the 
youngest (Family Profile 31). 

The elderly were reported by students to carry a very high status – age was regarded as more 
important than gender in the hierarchy of privileges, with gender coming second. The account 
above is a good example of what is known as a ‘gerontocratic’ situation where family members 
are ranked hierarchically in terms of age, with those with seniority being accorded the most 
authority and respect (Makoni and Stroeken 2002b). The prevalence of this situation is 
indicated in Figure 6.7:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.7   Respect for elders in households  

As can be seen in Figure 6.7, respect towards elders was reported by almost every student, 
irrespective of religion or ethnicity. For example, a Muslim student described the status of 
elders in her family in the following way: 

The older people are always given a high rank or status within my family's culture and 
religion. As Muslims we believe that our elders and our parents are the most important 
people in our lives and we should respect them even though our views differ 
dramatical[ly] from theirs. We believe that our elders should be looked after by their 
people and should always be cared for and that they should always be honoured and 
respected. (Family Profile 94) 

In contrast to their white counterparts, black elders are greatly respected and in some cases 
even revered. In the case of African students the elders are regarded as living ancestors98 who 
can bring fortune or misfortune to the family depending on how well they are treated. As one 
student reports, 

The older people were regarded also as ancestor while were still alive. The older men 
were the one who were responsible to slaughter sheep or cattle first before anyone. 
Just because he was regarded as the one who was closer to the ancestors. (Family 
Profile 50) 

Older people play a very important role within the family's culture, for an example we 
are people who are very proud of our culture and who stick to our culture. In anything 
pertaining to our culture older people were the first people to know and even to instruct 
you. Older people in our culture were therefore seen as teachers whereby when you 
are maybe to take a wife then they will tell you what to do first, even tell you whether it 
is a good wife, therefore they were seen as fortune tellers. They were also seen as 
dream tellers, if you have dreamed about something bad or something related to the 

                                                  
98 The elderly are regarded to be on the brink of the world of the living and the dead or ancestors. The ‘living 
ancestors’ are those old people who are regarded as ancestors during their own life-time, and who have great powers 
which can affect the well-being of their family members (Makoni & Stroeken 2002a; 2002b).  

Whether elders were respected in the 
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family or family you have to wake up early in the morning and tell them and they will tell 
you what to do (Family Profile 13). 

Since the elderly are closest to knowledge of the ancestors, and emanate that knowledge, they 
are accorded high social status. They were described in accounts as being given the first 
preference in things and in being the major decision makers with regard to who should marry 
whom and when rituals should be performed. It was not only the elderly within one’s own family 
who were reported as being respected, but all the elderly in the community. Students related 
that in the event of any elderly person being encountered they were to be treated with the 
utmost respect.  

Hunter (1997) quotes studies which show that black grandparents in North America are not 
passive but authoritative and influential, with black children viewing their grandparents as 
influential in teaching lessons about morality, life, religious faith and the importance of learning. 
In this study, students reported similar attitudes towards the elders, regarding them as advisors 
and teacher and as having great knowledge and wisdom because of their experience. 

Grandparents as older people are the ones who know values and norms of that 
particular society as they are taught by their own parents. These norms are transmitted 
from one generation to another as they are also responsible to teach their children 
these norms and values. We were taught by our parents and sometimes we used to be 
told by our grandparents while they were still alive (Family Profile 1). 

 

Elders solving family problems 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.8  Whether problems were solved by elders  

 

In Figure 6.8, it can be seen that problems were reported as being solved by elders 
significantly more in African than in coloured students’ accounts. African students related the 
authority that elders had in solving problems and how children were not permitted to take part 
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in problem-solving conferences with regard to family members. Age assumed greater 
importance than gender, as elderly women and men were reported as being involved in 
problem-solving, although men were accorded greater authority than women. 

When the family had problems they usually solved it themselves but when it was too big 
the rest of the family was included for help. They would help to find a solution for the 
problem. The elderly were included in these meetings because the meetings were usual 
led by them. Members like children and teenagers were usually excluded from these 
meetings, because the adults said they were too young to understand the matters 
(African rural female student: Family Profile 105). 

A problem which affects parents was reported to a grandparent. If no grandparents are 
alive, an elder son of the grandparents take this responsibility. He will then call other 
brothers, but not their women to discuss the matter. If he has brothers under the age of 
21 and who are not yet circumcised or married, they were excluded from this (African 
female rural student: Family Profile 1). 

Texts on family therapy tend to assume that all members of the family are expected to be 
present in a therapeutic encounter. This stance may encounter some opposition, as the 
practices described in the above excerpts were commonly reported in African students’ 
accounts. 

Some students reported that it was the obligation of the son, particularly the eldest son, to look 
after elderly parents. This was particularly the case with African sons who were regarded as 
responsible for their parents and also the welfare of the family members generally. 

Alternatively the sons would take turns in terms of sharing the responsibility when it 
comes to the caring of their parents especially when they were aging, this was one way 
of saying thank you for bringing us up as well as sign of showing respect and dignity to 
the older people as they were treasure or being valued by the community as source of 
information (African urban male student: Family Profile 69). 

It was reported by students that there were severe consequences for unacceptable behaviour 
towards the elderly.  

If the family members offended the elder that offence was discussed by the member of 
the family and the offender will be chased away from the family forever (African rural 
female student: Family Profile 50). 

The person would be ‘chased away’ because of the belief that the family members would be 
punished by their elders as a result of the ill-treatment of an elder by a family member. The 
wisdom and authority with which elders were invested gave them the means to control others 
behaviour: 

The older people are regarded as being wise and should always be listened to when 
they speak. When I say respect I mean that a person should be polite and never speak 
rude words in their presence as well as help the older people in whichever way you can 
if they are in need of assistance. It is socially unacceptable by the community if anyone 
decides to disobey or disrespect their elders in any way (Coloured urban female 
student: Family Profile 60). 

But so many of the older people used their status to exploit and manipulate the younger 
members of the family. They would make them do their chores or forbid us to do certain 
things. Of course there was no way in which to get out of it, except to grow up fast and 
gain the respect we deserve. (Coloured urban female student: Family Profile 10) 

In my family my parents are viewed as people you didn't cross or else there'd be 
trouble. My parents dish out necessary punishment, so when you did something wrong 
you could prepare yourself for a beating, a lecture and a good scolding (Coloured urban 
female student: Family Profile 35). 

Because of the gerontocratic hierarchy in households, parent’s authority and discipline also 
had to be unquestioningly tolerated and respected, as the last account above illustrates. 
Students also reported an age hierarchy among siblings, with younger members of the family 
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having to address older ones with special titles such as bhuti and sisi99 to demonstrate their 
respect.  

Some students experienced difficulty in constructing their genograms as they did not know the 
names of their grandparents: 

Grandparents were only called grandmother or grandfather by children and this is why I 
did not know my grandparents by name up until I interviewed my aunt. We were not 
allowed even to call our parents by name but at least we were told who their names 
were. Even our brothers and sisters were just not called by name by those younger to 
them. (Family Profile 1) 

Both privileges and responsibilities were incurred with increasing age: 

The one thing they all had in common was to always respect your elders. And from a 
religious point of view, any disrespect shown towards them was highly punishable. 
Being in that category certainly had its advantages and disadvantages. Being older 
meant being given more responsiblity, it meant getting more pocket money and it meant 
becoming independent. (African rural female student: Family Profile 90) 

The students’ accounts pose the dilemma as to whether the reverence of age is a positive or 
negative cultural value: – on the one hand it can be seen to discourage elder abuse and the 
elders have a real and valuable role to play in society, but it is also oppressive for younger 
family members and keeps everyone very much in their place – in a conservative stranglehold 
with no possibility of expression of true feelings or individuality.  

 

The positioning of children in students’ accounts 
The current concern with children’s rights has received much attention since South Africa 
ratified the United Nations Convention on Rights of the Child in 1995, and the OAU’s Charter 
on the Rights and Welfare of the African Child (1990). Furthermore, the inclusion of Children’s 
rights in the Republic of South Africa’s Constitution (Section 28:1996) specifically targeted 
children as a vulnerable group whose needs should be prioritised above those of other age 
categories. The National Programme of Action was the instrument set up by the South African 
state in 1996 to promote the children’s rights enshrined in the UN Convention. Two of the four 
general principles in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef 1990) 
are the following: 

 

• The best interests of the child are a primary consideration in all actions which concern 
children (Article 3) 

• In all matters affecting a child, the child’s own views must be considered where the child 
is able to express them (Article 12) (Republic of South Africa Constitution Section 
28:1996) 

Article 21 in the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (1990) protects the child 
against harmful cultural and social practices, which are discriminatory against the child in terms 
of gender or other status. The stories that students reveal in their profile assignments do not 
concur with the privileged attention to children appearing in the children’s rights discourse. 
Rather, children were described as those carrying the least status, as those who were not 
accorded much respect by their elders, and as being in the position of supplicants in relation to 
their elders. The following extract, for example, raises a number of areas where the rights of 
children are called into question in a gerontocratic household: 

                                                  
99 Bhuti is a term of respect for an older brother and sisi one for an older sister. 
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Children have to work for their parents and if they marry they still have to look after 
them if necessary. If one child in the family did wrong all the children were punished. 
Older members of the family get their food first and then the kids. Children’s duties 
ranged from fetching water at the river, chopping wood, baking bread and cooking food. 
Each child knew his/her duties and had to perform these duties everyday. If they failed 
to perform these duties they were either punished or denied food for the whole day, 
therefore they didn’t focus much on schoolwork. Some of the children, especially the 
older ones, had to go and help on the farm after school (Family Profile 28). 

Considering the above extract from a children’s rights perspective, it is doubtful whether the 
best interests of the child have been taken into account, and it is also clear that these cultural 
and social practices could be regarded as discriminatory towards the child. Students often 
reported that children’s expressions of their own needs were expressly discouraged by older 
family members. Moreover, they were not even encouraged to communicate their responses to 
older members: 

When a child responds to the older person the child is regarded as showing disrespect. 
When the children need something they had to ask their mother to ask permission for 
them (Family Profile 72). 

The lengthy and indirect method of requesting resources for children in such families is 
described in the following extract:  

Children were expected to respect elderly people. If a child need[s] something like 
money to pay for a trip, she would start by asking her elder sister or brother to ask her 
mother for it. Her mother is the one to approach her father and it will depend on her 
father whether he gives her or he doesn't. If maybe the trip was important for her 
studies, and her father refusing him to go, the mother would approach either the 
grandfather or grandmother and ask him/her to talk with the father. Women also had to 
ask for whatever they need from their husbands and they were not allowed to call their 
husbands or parents-in-law by name (Family Profile 1).  

Some students recognised the incongruence between their own situations and that espoused 
by those advocating children’s rights.: 

Basically in our African culture, the needs and rights of children are overlooked. Even 
though a problem concerns you, you will not be included in the process of trying to 
solve it. My parents were the ones who were involved in the resolving of our problems 
which arise in our family. They normally took issues which they could not deal with to 
my grandparents who normally intervened as mediators. They often succeeded in 
bringing about peace (African rural female Family Profile 83). 

This strict adherence to what was regarded as acceptable behaviour by the young in relation to 
the old, was also reported by coloured students: 

The culture in which I grew up and was socialised, was one that prescribes that 
younger people must treat their elders with the utmost respect. There was no distinction 
between race, class etc. if a person was older than you, you had to respect them. 
Respect referred to the manner in which you as younger person communicated on a 
verbal and non-verbal level with an older person. Things like hand gesticulations to an 
older person, no eye contact, mumbling etc were absolutely not tolerated (Family Profile 
96). (My translation from Afrikaans) 

What did emerge, however, was that students perceived, in their opinions that girl and boy 
children were treated differently in African as opposed to coloured households.  
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Figure 6.9    Whether, in students’ opinions, girls and boys  
were treated differently in terms of racial classification 

 

What Figure 6.9 shows is that significantly more African students reported that they believed 
that girls and boys were treated differently in their households. For example, rural African 
students reported that girl children were required to fetch water for the household from rivers 
and streams, whereas boy children were not. Boy children were allowed more freedom of 
movement and were required to look after livestock: 

Children were treated differently from adults. They were expected to be obedient to 
adults at all times. If it appeared to an older member of the family that they were 
disobedient they usually got a good hiding. Boys were treated differently from girls. 
They were seen as more important than girls because they were the ones who were 
supposed to carry on the family name. They were learned [taught] from a young age 
that women need to do all the work. Usually the children were disciplined by their 
parents but sometimes also by a grandmother or father. This was done most of the time 
with a good hiding because the older generation believed that the only way you can 
discipline a child properly, is to give him/her a good hiding (Family Profile 103). 

Here the children’s rights of being treated equally, having their own voice, and being free from 
corporal punishment are all reported to have been violated. Furthermore, the rights of girl 
children are respected even less than those of boys. 

In the next section, I will deal briefly with the third question which I posed at the beginning of 
this chapter – how did gender and generation impact upon the students’ and their family 
members’ abilities to access resources? I will use the example of family meals to show the 
manner in which these two categories, as well as ethnicity, impacted upon people’s abilities to 
gain access to resources in the students’ accounts. 
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Access to resources 

Family meals – an example of how ethnicity, gender and 
generation affected family members’ access to resources  
Generally, it is apparent from the accounts that gender and generation as markers were more 
deeply inscribed in African students’ family practices than in those of coloured students. An 
example of this trend is family meals, where both age and gender played a more significant 
role in African students’ accounts than they did in coloured students’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.10  Meals affected by age according to racial categorisation 
 

In African students’ accounts, age affected where one sat, whether one was allowed in the 
same room as those of a different age and gender, what one was permitted to eat and who got 
the most nutritious food. For example, students reported a patriarchal and gerontocratic 
situation where men were given the best and biggest portions, and women and children were 
given the least adequate portions in terms of nourishment and amount of food. In some African 
students’ accounts only certain parts of the meat were given to men, women and children. The 
following accounts also indicate various ways in which men and older family members were 
given access to resources at the expense of younger family members: 

During meals my mother would dish up everything except meat. A dish of meat was 
taken to my father who sat in his chair so that he could choose the type of meat he 
need. Then my mother would dish meat for the children. My mother used to sit opposite 
my father and smaller children next to my mother. Boys used to sit next to their father. 
Meals were prepared and eaten in the kitchen. We used to wait for my father when not 
yet arrived for meals but if one child is away, we used not to wait for him/her. (Family 
Profile 1) 

When food is dished out older people always get a bigger shares and a child is not 
supposed to question that because it will be considered disrespectful. There are certain 
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dishes and cutlery which are especially reserved for older people and children are 
forbidden to use them. (Family Profile) 

The older members of the family were given privileges above younger members. The 
adults got their food before the children. The adults sat on chairs or couches while the 
children and teenagers on the floor or something else (Family Profile 103). 

During family meals father and mother have their own spoons and plates and no one is 
allowed to use these tools without their consent. We not eating at the same time, old 
people start and after they had finished younger people follows. Older people are 
expected to stay in the dining room and younger one can stay in the kitchen. (Family 
Profile) 

These accounts indicate that gender and age determined the amount of food to which one had 
access, the ability to comment upon the discrepancies inaccess to resources, the type of food 
and implements with which one could eat, the order in which people were given their food and 
where and when one sat to eat. Some students reported that children ate on the floor in the 
kitchen, others that they sat at the table with the man at the head, yet others that they sat in 
front of the TV and ate. Finally some said that people ate when it was convenient for them as 
different people returned home at different times. 

Such gendered and generational practices were not reported as being significant in coloured 
students’ reports of meals in their households, some of which were quite egalitarian, as 
described by the student below: 

Mealtimes, especially supper time, was a time the family could discuss various issues, 
give comments, ask about one another's day and even make jokes. What was so 
fascinating about this, was that it was done very informally – no family were given any 
privileges and the family would normally have meals in the children's room. It was ideal, 
because it was cosy and the children did not feel intimidated by their parents' presence 
– in fact we relished it (Family Profile 10).  

The family mealtimes are but one example of how gender and generation affected the manner 
in which family members in students’ accounts were able to access resources. I have already 
elaborated on how women were not allowed to occupy certain places in the homestead. In 
terms of sleeping space, young men were also given their own spaces, usually hokkies100 built 
for them in the backyard, so that they could be distinguished from boys. Most African students 
reported that the eldest son inherited everything. The resource of time has also been alluded to 
in the responsibilities which family members were expected to undertake, with women and girl 
children being allowed much less leisure time or even time to pursue education than men and 
boys. 

 

Conclusion 
In considering how the social markers of gender and generation have, according to students, 
impacted upon them and their family members, it is necessary to examine the fourth set of 
questions, which is the following: 

In terms of the goals of the three sets of frameworks, who was able to give and who to receive 
care because of their gendered and generational markings? Which family members were able 
to participate as equals? Who was able to flourish and who was prevented from doing so?  

This chapter has looked at how gender- and generation-constructed differences impact on who 
is expected to do what to and for whom, how family members are recognised or misrecognised 
and who receives what. What is apparent generally from this chapter is that the politics of 

                                                  
100 Small rooms, in the form of wooden shacks added on to the existing houses.  
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everyday life – what students could have regarded as routine, trivial and mundane practices 
engaged in by themselves and their family members are actually suffused with power when 
looked at through the lenses of gender and generation. I now examine what the consequences 
of these practices are for students and their family members. 

The first section focused upon responsibilities arising from human interdependence. 
Responsibilities highlighted in students’ accounts included household tasks such as cooking, 
cleaning, outside work, care-giving activities, as well as economic activities to ensure the survival 
of family members. These responsibilities would all be considered forms of care in that they take 
as a starting point for action another person’s needs and incorporate the actual hands-on work of 
care-giving and taking care of (Tronto 1993). In terms of social categories, it was largely women 
and girl children (mothers, grandmothers, aunts and siblings) who did the hands-on care-giving 
work, while all members of the family, especially both parents but also siblings, contributed their 
efforts to bringing in resources to family members through paid employment. From the accounts 
it also emerged that the needs of care-givers were largely ignored by those whose needs were 
being met. Because these family members spent a great deal of their time meeting other family 
members’ needs, they were not able to participate on an equal footing, as their own needs were 
not being met by someone else, and they did not have the time to pursue other activities. For 
example, girl children were reported to have been unable to accomplish homework tasks 
because of the responsibilities they undertook of cooking, cleaning and having to look after 
younger siblings. Where the data revealed exceptions to these situations, they were analysed in 
terms of the notion of ‘gender traitors’. These unusual circumstances where men engaged in 
care-giving are examples that can be flagged for students and used to show how the presumed 
naturalness of categories of gender and generation can be resisted or rejected and their 
assumed privileges interrogated. 

In its vision of citizenship, the ethics of care incorporates concern with the ability to give and 
receive care in situations of choice in its vision of citizenship (Kittay 1997; 2002). In terms of 
this idea of citizenship, if we are called upon to care for others, we should be able to do so 
without forfeiting the right to have our own needs being accommodated, and without having to 
assume the full burden or responsibility for the care-giving ourselves.  

From the students’ accounts, it is clear that female family members were particularly vulnerable 
in that they were not given the opportunity of doing so, and were therefore not able to function 
as equal and free citizens. In Sen’s (1995) and Nussbaum’s terms (1995) they were not given 
the capability of caring in that their own needs were neglected and the support they needed to 
be able to give care was lacking.  

In order to create opportunities for oppositional views to the received wisdom of gender and 
generation, it is important to flag examples of students’ accounts where they have refused to 
play the gendered and generational scripts intended for them. These examples can then be 
used to unsettle or disturb what is assumed to be natural or self-evident, and create new forms 
of being and doing by transgressing the ‘natural’ scripts. 

The questions of status showed that many family practices are premised upon what Williams 
and Popay (1999:174) would call ‘normative guidelines’ or ‘gendered’ (and generational) 
‘rationalities’, by which they mean ‘what is the proper thing to do in situations’, particularly in 
African households. Gender and generation have been shown to be very influential in how 
students and family members were appreciated or unappreciated, in how they were valued or 
devalued. Seniority, according to students’ accounts, brought with it respect and authority. 
Women’s differential subject positions as daughters-in-law, mothers, and paid workers also 
had significance in terms of recognition or misrecognition. Men’s and children’s positions as 
family members were influenced by how they were regarded and family practices which 
emanated from these perceptions. What emerged from students’ accounts is that participatory 
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parity i.e. acting as equals or peers with kin was rarely achieved for culturally devalued 
categories such as children and women. There was neither equal respect for the ascribed 
attributes to these categories nor were there the opportunities for them to develop themselves 
so that they could achieve social esteem (Fraser 1997). From students accounts, what they 
and their family members could want depended on social categories such as gender and 
generation e.g. what women and children as family members could desire, say or do was 
different from what men and elders could desire, say or do. What students made clear in their 
accounts was that it was culturally unthinkable for women or children to desire certain things, 
for example, to have their needs prioritised above those who are more valued, and that 
therefore they would not consider contemplating this. What also became clear is that 
cognisance must be taken by social workers that one cannot assume that as members of 
devalued categories or subject positions, women and children will be willing or able to just 
express their views of what they may want or ‘claim the rights’ to which they are entitled. 

The final section concentrated on how the differential or unequal access to household resources 
such as food affected family members’ lives, in terms of ethnicity, gender and generation. In 
terms of which family members flourished and who struggled to survive, gender and generation 
was shown to be quite influential. Younger members of the family were more vulnerable in that 
they were not accorded much voice or resources and had to do what was expected of them by 
adults. A situation of gerontocracy prevailed, with elders being revered in almost all situations. 
Female family members also largely found themselves in positions of accessing fewer or less 
adequate resources and having more responsibilities than male family members.  

It became clear that the distribution of resources to family members and the recognition or 
misrecognition of their ascribed characteristics in terms of their gendered and generational 
status were complexly intertwined. For example, women and children were not allowed to use 
particular implements for eating, were also not allowed to move about freely, were given 
certain types of food and not others, were not afforded the same educational opportunities, 
both because resources were denied them and because of their diminished status in relation to 
men and elders. In addition to this, the responsibilities which were ascribed to women and also 
girl children prevented them from being able to engage in other pursuits such as paid 
employment in the labour market, education, leisure activities or from having their own needs 
for self-care met – being able to give and receive care. In other words, recognition, resources 
and responsibilities all emerged as important indicators in terms of judging students’ and their 
family members’ well-being, ability to flourish and to participate on an equal footing with others. 
The concrete lives and the relational contexts of these lives as vividly described by students in 
their accounts have provided opportunities for assessing how these indicators have impacted 
on the gendered and generational subject positions assumed by family members. 
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PART THREE 

Lessons for the Curriculum 
  

   

 

The purpose of this study has been to give legitimacy and currency to students’ knowledges of 
their own family circumstances through the lenses of race, gender and age and to derive new 
understanding for the social work curriculum from the processes of creating that knowledge 
and the products of that knowledge. The study recognises that students have a significant 
contribution to make to the curriculum and uses the insights that come from their own accounts 
of their family circumstances to do so. The previous three chapters have provided evidence 
from of the students’ accounts from their Family-in-Community Profile assignments and 
analysed that evidence through a framework constructed from a justice and ethics of care 
perspective. I now elaborate on the insights that emerged from the study for the South African 
social work curriculum. I first give a résumé of the curriculum process currently underway in 
UWC’s Social Work Department, I then examine the major insights for the curriculum which 
emerged from the analysis of students’ accounts in terms of three different categories, namely 
curriculum content, empirical examples from students’ accounts and pedagogical and learning 
methods. 
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CHAPTER  7 

CONCLUSION :   LESSONS FOR THE 
CURRICULUM EMERGING FROM  

STUDENTS’ ACCOUNTS OF FAMILY 
 

 

In this chapter I focus on relevant insights for the social work curriculum which have emerged 
from the students’ accounts of their family practices. I will link this to current discussions at 
UWC about curriculum reform and show their relevance for this process. In the introduction, I 
made reference to a curriculum development process which UWC’s Department of Social Work 
undertook in 1992. This year, in 2004, the department has once more engaged in a major 
curriculum restructuring process101 which has been submitted to UWC’s Senate Academic 
Planning Committee, which evaluates and makes recommendations in relation to proposed 
curriculum changes submitted by academic departments at UWC. This committee has since 
approved, without requesting any alterations, the proposed learning programme of the Social 
Work Department for implementation in 2005.  

In developing the new learning programme, the UWC Social Work Department has had to bear 
in mind three major considerations: firstly the new South African Qualifications Authority 
(SAQA)-authorised exit level outcomes for the Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) qualification 
(2003); secondly, the discussion document on Global Qualifying Standards for Social Work 
Education and Training (2002)102;  and thirdly, the recently devised international definition of 
social work, which was adopted in July 2001.103  These documents provide guidelines for 
competencies to which students should gain access through curriculum content and learning 
opportunities provided during the course of their degree.  

The most important document is the BSW (2003) which sets out the requirements regarding 
exit level outcomes at the end of a four-year degree in social work. In South Africa, the BSW 
(2003) with its outcomes registered on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) sets a 
minimum standard for all social work education and training institutions. The South African 
Council for Social Service Professions (SACSSP), the body responsible for quality assurance, 
has devised a benchmarking template and sent this out to all providers of social work 
education and training, to be completed by June 2004. All South African social work 
educational institutions are required to evaluate their existing learning programmes against the 

                                                  
101 Other curriculum discussions and workshops have been conducted between these years, but they have not been 
implemented for various reasons.  
102 This document has been developed by the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) 
representing about 2000 Schools of Social Work and the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), two of 
the most influential bodies in social work globally, who set up a Global Minimum Qualifying Standards Committee in 
2000 to develop a standards setting document to develop international guidelines for social work education and 
training. The South African social work academic, Vishanthie Sewpaul, is the chairperson of this committee and has 
together with the Committee, developed a discussion document which is presently being commented on by social 
work educators internationally. 
103 The definition of social work , developed by the IASSW and the IFSW was accepted internationally and reads as 
follows: 

The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in human relationships and the 
empowerment and liberation of people to enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human behaviour and 
social systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with their environments. Principles 
of human rights and social justice are fundamental to social work. (International Definition of Social Work: 
2001) http: //www.iassw.soton.ac.uk 
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new requirements and propose necessary changes that should take place to meet the 
requirements of the BSW qualification. The SACSSP describes the primary mission of social 
service professions in the following way: 

… to enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people, 
with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, 
disadvantaged and impoverished (SACSSP Code of Ethics Guidelines (2004) Draft 2). 

This mission statement of the SACSSP resonates very well with the framework based on 
justice and care upon which I have elaborated in previous chapters, and from which I analysed 
of the findings of this study. It thus provides an excellent opportunity to formulate the relevance 
of my findings for the curriculum.  

In this chapter I firstly consider aspects of curriculum content which, according to the data 
produced in this study from students’ accounts, are pertinent to social work education and 
practice currently in South Africa. Secondly, I consider the empirical details of students’ 
accounts which articulate with the new curriculum and which deserve therefore to be included 
in the course content. Thirdly, I draw from students’ accounts to consider appropriate 
pedagogical approaches in teaching social work at UWC. I do this bearing in mind the new 
curriculum which needs to be developed to deliver the proposed learning programme which 
has been approved for 2005, and the international and SACSSP requirements for social work 
qualifications. 

 

Curriculum Content 

Interrogating the assumed usefulness of functionalist  
and humanist theories for social work 
An assumption of a functionalist model is that society exists to maintain the ‘common good’ of 
its members, and it is this premise upon which systems theory, and social work approaches 
which incorporate this theory, are based (Rivett and Street 2003). Systems theory has 
dominated the field of social work for the past twenty five years and has been powerful in 
shaping thought in social work, particularly in the United States, but also in South Africa (Finn 
and Jacobson 2003). Yet students’ accounts contradict that kind of perspective on society and 
‘the family’. Their accounts also contradict the discourse that problems can be solely located 
within individuals. Instead they demonstrate the harms to which students and their family 
members have been subjected in the South African context and their responses to these 
harms.  

To meet a commitment to training social workers who are critical enough to be able to 
intervene in ways that the definition of social work proposes, the social work curriculum content 
needs to provide students with opportunities to interrogate the hegemony104 of functionalist 
theories in the definition of concepts such as family and household. The students’ accounts I 
have gathered and discussed earlier have demonstrated that functionalist assumptions of 
family forms and relationships are inadequate for understanding the complexity of their 
circumstances. They underscore that the notion of family practices as developed by David 
Morgan (1996; 1999) is a useful one for understanding family life in that it does not assume 
particular family forms or reify ‘the family’ as an institution.  

                                                  
104 According to Vishanthie Sewpaul, chair of the Global Minimum Qualifying Standards Committee, systems theory is 
still widely subscribed to in social work educational institutions internationally (personal communication October 
2003). 
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Students’ accounts show that gender and generation have a considerable impact upon ability 
to access resources in the household, particularly in African students’ households. I propose 
the inclusion of social work texts which focus on disaggregating members of households, and 
in addition, the deconstruction of texts which assume that viewing ‘the family’ or ‘household’ as 
an homogenous entity is unproblematic. Students’ accounts have demonstrated that it is 
necessary to tease out who has access to what and that it is fruitful to use a gendered and 
generational perspective as a means of establishing how participatory parity, human flourishing 
and care-giving and care receiving can be assessed. 

In order for social work students to understand that knowledge in relation to family and 
household is contested, curriculum content in a Child and Family Care course needs to provide 
students with competing theoretical approaches to family, gender and generation.105 
Curriculum content should also include interrogations of the concepts of childhood, 
motherhood, fatherhood, and elderhood, instead of relying on assumptions in functionalist texts 
about the ‘life cycle’ and familial ‘roles’ and ‘communication patterns’. It should be shown to 
students how such notions have been differently constructed historically and in terms of 
location. Appropriate curriculum content includes texts which enable students to interrogate the 
normative assumptions that children and old people are dependent and incompetent. These 
assumptions can be contrasted with students’ accounts of both young and old people 
assuming responsibility for their family members and engaging in hands-on care-giving work. 
The relevance of these insights for social policy should also be clarified. The curriculum 
content should for example include texts and policy documents which reflect the fact that in 
South Africa it is largely grandmothers who are using their Old Age Pensions to support their 
households in a large percentage of poor households (van der Berg 2001; Lund 2002; Taylor 
Committee 2002; Seekings 2003). It is also important to note in curriculum content the fact that 
remittances and social pensions make up approximately half the household income in poor 
areas (Zegeye and Maxted 2003).  

Students’ accounts indicated how gender and generational markers influenced what family 
members could be, say, think, do or desire. Curriculum content should also deal with the 
contradictions between gerontocratic and patriarchal practices as revealed in students’ 
accounts of their family and the South African focus particularly on children’s and to a lesser 
extent, women’s rights. There are currently many international and South African texts and 
policy documents which deal with children’s rights (Biersteker and Robinson 1997; National 
Programme of Action Steering Committee (NPASC) Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1997); de Vylder 2000; Republic of South Africa. Office of the Rights of the Child in the 
Presidency 2000; Cassiem and Streak 2001; Radda Barnen 2001) that South African social 
workers are currently having to engage with. However, my results show that it cannot be 
assumed that human rights can flourish for the subject positions which children and women 
assume in gerontocratic and patriarchal households. This means that the assumption that 
women and children would be able to claim the rights enshrined in these documents while 
occupying the subject positions and assuming expected responsibilities would have to be 
interrogated. 

 

                                                  
105 Useful texts which examine competing theoretical approaches are those such as Morgan’s (1975) now dated but 
still useful Social Theory and the Family, Cheal’s (1991) Family and the State of Theory, and his more recent (2002) 
Sociology of Family Life Robertson’s (1996) Gender, Family and Society, Steel and Warren’s (2000) Family, Allan 
and Crow’s (2001) Families, Households and Society Chambers’ (2001) Representing the Family, Chapman’s (2004) 
Gender and Domestic Life: Changing Practices in Families and Households and Featherstone’s (2004) Family Life 
and Family Support all provide analyses of social theories in relation to family.  
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Including the concept of misrecognition to inform curriculum 
content on assessment, intervention and evaluation in social 
work 
Students’ accounts showed evidence of status and institutional misrecognition, and the wounds 
resulting from psychological or intersubjective misrecognition. I believe that the notion of 
(mis)recognition is an important one to consider when considering curriculum content in 
relation to assessment, intervention and evaluation in social work.106 This is because of the 
pervasiveness of cultural racism, as well as gender- and generational-prejudice in South Africa. 
Furthermore, the international definition of social work, and the requirements set out in the 
discussion document of the Global Minimum Qualifying Standards Committee (2002) and the 
BSW (2003) in South Africa all start with the premise of justice being the most important 
guiding principle in social work education and practice. As I have elaborated in the previous 
chapters, (mis)recognition is part of Nancy Fraser’s (1997; 2000) view of justice, the other part 
being (mal)distribution of resources.  

The aim of social work assessment and intervention working with this conception of justice is to 
assess how far the person/s being assessed are able to participate on a par with their peers, and 
the purpose of intervention is to work towards the achievement of participatory parity. A focus on 
recognition or misrecognition would offer a means of critical engagement with issues of micro 
processes of power which are relational and dependent upon how different categories of people 
are positioned as subjects. Students also need to take cognisance that social workers should 
work in accordance with the first phase of care: attentiveness to the needs of their clients. 

Students’ accounts also reveal how important it is for them to understand the mechanisms 
identified by Plumwood (1993) by which othering and inferiorisation are achieved through a 
hierarchical or dualised relationship. For that reason Plumwood’s (1993) approach needs to 
become part of the curriculum. Students’ accounts in this study have shown, further, that it is 
important to consider the processes through which resistance to the denigratory character of 
misrecognition can occur. If one of the goals of social work is indeed to construct the circumstances 
that can lead to full participatory parity, social work students need to be able systematically to 
consider the factors militating against people being able to interact as peers in social life, and to 
understand the ways they resist those factors. The mechanisms identified by Plumwood (1993) 
(backgrounding, radical exclusion, incorporation, instrumentalism and homogenisation) and Joan 
Tronto’s (1993) notion of privileged irresponsibility can be used to assess the extent to which 
dependency on subordinated others is denied, and the impact that this has in turn on possibilities 
for achieving participatory parity. In this context social work students also need exposure to ethics 
of care literature107 in order to be familiarised with the notions of dependence/independence and to 
consider the importance of deconstructing these concepts and of counterposing these with the 
values of care in relation to social work practice and policy. Only with this background can they be 
enabled to make critical assessments about the centrality of these concepts to social work 
practice.108  Once students grasp Plumwood’s (1993) mechanisms and Tronto’s notion of 

                                                  
106 Assessment, intervention and evaluation feature strongly in the credits making up the exit level outcomes of the 
new BWS (2003) qualification. Assessment is given 26 credits, intervention at micro, mezzo and macro levels 67 
credits and evaluation of interventions 13 credits in a four year qualification of 480 credits. This means that almost a 
quarter of the credits of the qualification are prescribed by the SACSSP as having to be devoted to these three 
processes in social work. The implications for curriculum content would be that a number of modules would have to 
be devoted to these three processes.  
107 Since 2000, UWC the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences has presented an interdisciplinary module 
entitled ‘Introduction to the Philosophy of Care’ where they study the ethics of care for first year students in the 
faculty, including social work students. 
108 Students will also now be empowered to critique the still dominant literature based upon functionalist ideas, and to 
recognise its implicit denial of the salience of dependency in the kinds of relationships with which social workers are 
concerned. 
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privileged irresponsibility, they are also empowered to help clients understand the nature of 
dependency (and its implicit denial) in various contexts and relationships. 

 

Replacing a curricular emphasis on abuse  
with one on care-giving 
Giving attention to the processes involved in care-giving rather than to abuse in the social work 
curriculum can alert students to the complexity of care-giving activities and the substantial 
social contribution they make to people’s sustenance and to the environment. In my results, 
there was much evidence of students’ female kin engaging in both poorly paid hands-on work 
of care-giving for others needs and for their own family members on an unpaid basis. The 
essential contribution which this work made was foregrounded in this study, and the denial of 
this contribution by those in privileged positions was underscored. Furthermore, taking 
responsibility for acquiring resources to keep family members surviving – i.e. caring for family 
members – also outlined the substantial contributions which family members, including 
mothers, fathers, grandparents and siblings made to the sustenance and care of their family 
members. Focusing in the curriculum on care-giving rather than on abuse can help to turn the 
attention of social workers to the necessity of supporting everyday care-giving activities rather 
than intervening only in situations which are constructed as pathological. Alerting students to 
the complexity of care-giving activities also helps to meet the proposals of the revised BSW 
requirements and the new international definition of social work, which refer to the basic human 
needs and well-being of all people. 

 

Incorporating the concept of exclusion from a human 
capabilities perspective in the curriculum 
A social worker who tries to make sense of family practices by recognising the socio-political 
location of these practices will come to very different sets of conclusions from one who does 
not. This will be so for assessment and for intervention as well in respect of identification of 
client needs, problems and strengths. The students’ accounts provided numerous poignant 
examples of how profoundly the racialised spatial geographic context of South Africa has 
impacted on people’s family circumstances by excluding students and their family members 
from achieving their full human capabilities. Using the human capabilities approach to examine 
the impact of institutional racism on students and their family members, as evident in their 
accounts, thus provides a way of further substantiating current local and international curricular 
foci on poverty and exclusion.  

And it would be in keeping with what the IASSW and IFSW have identified as being essential 
curriculum content for social work educational institutions internationally when they say social 
workers require:  

A critical understanding of how socio-structural inadequacies, discrimination, 
oppression, and social, political and economic injustices impact human functioning and 
development at all levels, including the global. (Discussion Document on Global 
Qualifying Standards for Social Work Education and Training The Global Minimum 
Qualifying Standards Committee(2002): http://www.iassw.soton.ac.uk/en/ 
GlobalQualifyingStandards/Globalstandardsaugust2002.pdf). 

The exit requirements recently developed for the South African BSW (2003) qualification 
similarly identify poverty, marginalisation, social and economic oppression and exclusion as 
being important foci for South African social work practitioners, and hence for curriculum 
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content, as the following excerpt from the new South African Qualifications Authority-
authorised exit level outcomes for the Bachelor of Social Work qualification illustrates: 

Social work plays a major role in addressing the needs of individuals, families, groups 
and communities. It is also the task of social workers to act as advocates and watch-
dogs for the poorest and most marginalised members of our society; to help people 
identify the impact of social and economic oppression and exclusion; and to engage 
people in social action to alter socio-economic structures and to improve their life 
circumstances. (South African Qualifications Authority: Bachelor of Social Work Exit 
Level Outcomes2003:2: http://www.saqa.org.za/docs/qualstds/comment/socwork/ 
bachelor.pdf) 

From the above quotes it is evident that both the global guidelines and the national South 
African requirements for social work qualifications specify that social workers should be 
capable of  

• recognising social, political and economic forms of exclusion and how these affect 
people’s ability to flourish;  

• alerting people to the effects of these forms of exclusion on those people’s lives and 
livelihood activities; and  

• acting upon such exclusionary forces to help people improve their circumstances.  
 

It is my contention that the human capabilities approach is particularly useful for identifying, 
assessing and acting upon the many forms of exclusion to which clients are exposed. This is 
because it goes beyond assessment of needs based upon a lack of resources. It focuses upon 
the social positioning of those whose needs are being assessed and allows social work 
practitioners to pay special attention to what would be required to achieve full human 
capabilities. For example, the resources needed by a rural African child who is heading an 
AIDS-affected household to be able to attend school, are very different from those of a more 
privileged urban child. And, as the social worker needs to be able to recognise and understand 
these differences and their implications, students need to be very familiar with approaches 
concerned with social positioning in all its facets. 

 

Inclusion of participatory research methods  
in curriculum content  
Participatory research has emerged as a popular method of democratising the research 
process and has for that reason achieved currency and popularity in social work curricula. I 
believe that participatory research methodology and techniques are an important way of 
democratising research processes and products. I used a participatory process in drawing up 
the research instrument and in exposing students who were to conduct the research to 
alternative conceptions of the family from that depicted in traditional social work texts. 

I would wish to caution against an uncritical acceptance of participatory research methodology 
as a perfect panacea to problems in the research process because it fails to recognise the 
hegemonic process of interiorisation. Interiorisation would mean that those whose opinions 
participatory research elicits may be trapped into holding opinions which run counter to their 
long-term interests. Therefore, as well as acknowledging the potential of participatory research 
methods, I am also suggesting that participatory methods be critically regarded in the light of 
data which emerged in this study. The results indicate that it is erroneous to assume that as 
members of devalued categories or subject positions, women and children, or others who have 
been misrecognised will be willing or able to express their views of what they may want or 
‘claim the rights’ to which they are entitled. This is because as misrecognised groups they may 
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not be aware of their positions being disadvantageous to themselves and may not have access 
to discourses which provide alternate ways of interpreting their situations. Furthermore, they 
may be structurally trapped by power relations into continuing to hold such positions.  It is 
therefore very important that students are given additional readings and training to assist them 
to become self-reflexive about ethics and values influencing their personal and professional 
situations. 

 

Consideration of the effects of macro-level policy  
on micro-level practices 
Students’ accounts provided evidence of the ongoing impact of social policies on their lives and 
those of their family members. Yet, unless curriculum content includes consideration of 
prevailing social policies (in South Africa these would include the Ministry of Social 
Development’s (1996) Welfare White Paper, the Taylor Commission Report (2002); the Lund 
Committee Report on Child Support) students will not be able to understand the kinds of 
implications such policy can have in family life. Having been introduced to students, social 
policy documents can then be interrogated from the perspective of students’ accounts of their 
own and other students’ family lives, and what the policy contains can then be revealed in 
respect of its assumptions about, for example, particular family forms, dependency/self-
sufficiency, subject positions in relation to race, gender, generation (see for example 
Sevenhuijsen et al (2003) for a critique of the Welfare White Paper from an ethics of care 
perspective, and Orner (2003) and Naidoo and Bozalek (1997) for a critique of the Report of 
the Lund Committee (1996) ). The political ethic of care and human capabilities perspectives 
can be used as a normative framework for analysing South African social policies. In the 
analysis of institutional racism, the human capabilities perspective provided a useful framework 
against which to assess the extent to which students’ accounts revealed their ability and that of 
their family members to flourish as human beings and how this impacted upon micro level 
practices in households. The political ethics of care, by positioning care in notions of citizenship 
rather than in the private sphere, provides a means of assessing gendered and familialist 
assumptions in how social practices of care are represented in social policy texts, and would 
thus be a very useful inclusion into curriculum content.  

 

Empirical material that can exemplify how privileges 
and exclusions work in practice 

Stories of misrecognition 
Students’ accounts revealed how misrecognition was interiorised so that students and their 
family members colluded in their own subjugation, whether in terms of race, gender or 
generation. In Foucauldian terms, such interiorisation and conceding to the denigration of the 
values and practices of those who lack privileges, reflects the power of dominant discourses for 
the making of docile subjects. However, other accounts revealed how students and their family 
members maintained a critical stance towards the misrecognition they experienced, and that 
some were able to resist it. Their reported awareness of the impact of inferiorisation, 
primitivisation, othering, familism, gender- and generation-discrimination (all attitudes that 
reveal their having been misrecognised) shows that some students were able to identify and 
contest the authority of dominant norms. This is a significant step for students and their family 
members in being able to regain recognition of themselves as fully human and capable of 
participating with others as equals. 
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It is important to incorporate into the curriculum both stories of critical engagement with 
misrecognition and stories of the interiorisation of attitudes that reveal the experience of 
misrecognition. By incorporating such stories, ways of dealing with interiorisation of 
inferiorisation and othering, whether by race, gender or generation, can be engaged with. 
Methods used in narrative therapy, developed by Michael White (1995; 2000) and his 
colleagues at the Dulwich Centre, Adelaide which were mentioned in the chapter outlining my 
theoretical framework are useful here. Narrative therapy is based upon post-structuralist ideas, 
particularly the work of Foucault. It democratises the intervention process, whether on an 
individual or group level by asserting that people are the experts on their own lives, promoting 
recognition and respect for clients. Rather than pathologising clients and labelling them with 
particular problems, it regards problems as being external and separate from people. It 
assumes that conversations can be ‘re-authored’ or ‘re-storied’ and that alternative stories can 
be developed through using ‘thick’ rather than ‘thin’ descriptions of people’s lives (Alice Morgan 
2000). Techniques such as externalising the problem (locating the problem or the source of 
subjugation in politics and history rather than within the person), tracing the history of and 
deconstructing problems, and exploring the effects and seeking to discover unique outcomes 
to such problems, as well as naming an alternative (Morgan 2000) – are also all potentially 
useful here and need to become part of the curriculum. Other techniques which may usefully 
be included are those discussed by Coates (1992) and Carniol (1992), which deal with the 
acknowledgement of internalised self-hatred and guilt and working towards replacing these 
feelings with self-respect and self-care. This is because they enable social workers to assist 
clients to take responsibility for those feelings, thoughts and behaviour which may be 
destructive to others, by locating these feelings in relation to misrecognition in the form of 
cultural racism. Jan Fook’s (1993) notion of social empathy, where the social worker aims to 
link the personal with the social, promote a criticality in relation to problems, and emphasise 
commonality with others similarly placed, rather than just to empathise with clients’ problems, 
is another technique that deserves to be taught in the curriculum, particularly in relation to 
misrecognition in terms of race, gender and generation.  

Including earlier students’ stories of misrecognition in curriculum content could therefore serve 
a triple function:  

 

• to affirm the experiences of the present cohort of students who have undergone these 
forms of misrecognition; 

• to sensitise those in one’s classes who have perpetrated such misrecognition; and, 
most importantly, 

• to do that in order to underscore the importance of these issues in the lives of other 
South African citizens whom students might engage with in their future practices. 

 

Stories of institutional racism – reflections of the macro on 
micro practices 
Joan Tronto (2003) points out the importance of remembering past injustices (and the moral 
and political dangers of forgetting the past) in order to understand the present and to have a 
ground from which to view the future. The effects of colonisation and the later formalisation of 
institutional racism through apartheid legislation have had long-term debilitating effects which, 
as we have seen earlier, are still inscribed in students’ lives and bodies and those of their 
family members. If they have had such all-pervading effects on the lives of students whose 
accounts were written after the 1994 transition to a democratic government in South Africa, it 
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can be assumed that the people with whom those students will engage as professional social 
workers will also have been affected by these forms of institutional racism.  

Excerpts from students’ accounts of the effects of institutional racism are therefore a useful 
addition to a curriculum that aims to make students aware of the political context of the kinds of 
social problems they are likely to encounter. This is because the students’ accounts provide 
examples of how human flourishing on a micro level can and has been affected by social 
structures at a macro level (Waldegrave 1990; 2003; Vodde and Gallant 2002). Excerpts from 
these accounts can therefore be used to make later generations of students attentive to the 
processes whereby needs become selectively politicised, and how they are differently 
interpreted by different constituencies, such as experts and clients. This can be systematised 
by introducing students to the notion of the ‘politics of need-interpretation’, as introduced and 
elaborated by Nancy Fraser (1989). The excerpts can also provide evidence to contest notions 
of pathologisation of needs by providing an alternative vocabulary whereby issues such as the 
breakdown of trust, gangsterism, alcoholism, violence and so forth can be seen to be rooted in 
the structural conditions of institutional racism, rather than in intrapsychic or intrafamilial 
dysfunctions.  

My point here is not that we should use students’ lives voyeuristically, simply to observe what 
has happened to them. With Patricia Hill Collins (1999), I am anxious not simply to make the 
lives of marginal people (in her case it was black women) increasingly available through textual 
sources. My intention in suggesting that incorporation of such stories into the curriculum is to 
ensure that the students learn to make their gaze reflexive, so that they can develop a critical 
analysis of all kinds of lives and a perspective that recognises local contextual change and 
fluidity as well as global contextual influences. This is in line with Vodde and Gallant’s (2002) 
proposal that social work curricula should emphasise the impact of macro level forces and 
discourses on local activity and personal agency. The present focus on personal agency in the 
curriculum needs therefore to be reconsidered and the curriculum reformulated so that that 
focus on agency is informed by examples of how people respond to and cope with broader 
socio-political forces such as are manifested in institutional racism.  

Focusing in the curriculum on the agency which students have described in relation to 
institutional racism can underpin a challenge to homogenising conceptions which simply view 
those who have been subjected to this form of racism as victims. Stories about how students’ 
family members supported each other in the face of institutional racism, acted collectively to 
effect change in their own circumstances, and achieved forgiveness and reconciliation in 
relation to the harms perpetrated on them provide a rich source of examples of determined 
resistance in the face of adversity. Equally, stories of interiorised anger, loss of trust, 
externalised anger and hatred towards those who were regarded to be perpetrators of 
institutional racism are important exemplars of agency. These stories are important as items of 
curriculum content. By resonating with the experiences of those students who have 
experienced similar harms, and by drawing attention to the part others have played in 
perpetrating such harms, the inclusion of such stories in the curriculum can reinforce 
awareness that the marginalised respond in a multiplicity of ways to their subjugation, and that 
one should always be aware of how people respond to constraining circumstances. Here the 
pedagogical device of requiring that the present generation of students reflexively considers 
their own lives, and those of their family members, will have the effect of reinforcing that 
awareness.  
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Stories of responsibilities 
As well as its emphasis on homeostasis between subsystems in the family, systems theory 
tends to wash out important issues as to what mothers, fathers and children do (their 
responsibilities) as well as the conflicts of interests that may and often do exist between 
members of these categories. Students’ accounts provide evidence of the importance of the 
responsibilities involved in meeting family members’ needs. They reveal that it was largely 
women who do the care-giving work in families. The work of cleaning, cooking and looking 
after those who were dependent was performed by females: not only biological mothers, but 
girl siblings, grandmothers and aunts as well. The assumption in conventional social work 
approaches, such as those that use terms such as ‘the unfit mother’, is that the biological 
mother is responsible for care-giving and should not therefore attempt to be generating an 
income. Yet students’ accounts revealed that all family members, and especially all parents, 
engaged in work to bring resources into the household. Such data offer a perspective whence 
to critique the above-mentioned assumption and for students to interrogate why certain work 
has conventionally been expected to be the domain of particular categories of people. 
Students’ stories of ‘gender traitors’ whose actions have subverted hegemonic/dominant 
gender assumptions provide useful evidence for subsequent students to problematise the 
assumed naturalness of gender expectations, particularly in relation to servicing the needs of 
others without those so serviced acknowledging the value of such work. This means that it is 
fruitful, as I did in revising the Family-in-Community Profile tasks, to include in student 
assignments questions that require students to consider whose needs are being acknowledged 
and whose ignored within families.  

Stories from students’ accounts of paid employment can be used as an antidote to 
conventional familist notions of the care-giving mother and working father and to examine the 
consequences of paid employment for caring practices. Classroom discussions that use such 
stories provide a chance for students to recognise the complexity of care-giving and receiving 
situations in contemporary South Africa Using excerpts from students’ accounts that 
demonstrate how their mothers, grandmothers, aunts and sisters nurtured employers’ children, 
and in so doing had to neglect their own, can underpin a critical examination of notions of 
‘mothering’ in relation to care-giving work. In particular, stories of children being raised by 
female caregivers other than their biological mothers, because the middle generation (mothers 
and fathers) are engaged in paid employment (Lund 2002), can provide examples that 
destabilise the notion of the mother-as-nurturer and central caregiver.  

 

Pedagogy and learning methods 
The Family-in-Community Profile assignment has given some indication of the possibilities for 
students and lecturers to be co-authors of the curriculum and thus of the potential to 
democratise curriculum and knowledge development in South African social work. Attempts to 
work towards a degree of participatory parity in the classroom means that students have to 
come to respect their own abilities as learners and co-creators of knowledge. Sánchez-Casal 
and Macdonald (2002) refer to this kind of attempt to transfer epistemic authority from lecturer 
to a shifting community of knowers which include both students and lecturers. These shared 
constructions of knowledge are capable of providing richer epistemic frameworks than those 
provided only by the frame of reference of the lecturer in that they are able to ‘cultivate a 
diversity of socially embedded truth claims out of which epistemic wholeness develops’ 
(Sánchez-Casal and Macdonald 2002:3).  
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It is very important for social work students to be able to define themselves as co-producers 
rather than merely as consumers of knowledge, as their knowledges have been previously 
silenced and dismissed (Humphries 2002). Through having them share their stories about their 
family practices, it is possible for them to valorise images of family life that are different from 
those presented in conventional social work texts. The recognition that inclusion of students’ 
knowledges in relation to discourses on racialisation, gender and generation is important for 
the social work curriculum has the effect of students being able to better engage with and 
relate to the curriculum. Having their stories of family acknowledged and valorised will lessen 
the chances of students feeling compelled to adopt ideas which they cannot relate to and 
which marginalise their experiences, but which they feel they must express in order to please 
their lecturers or supervisors.109 Instead, they position them as experts on their own lives and 
as producers of important narratives that can inform the curriculum.  

As students’ accounts have shown, the process of being acknowledged as a person who has 
the authority to make meaning has been differentially encouraged, depending on gendered and 
generational positioning in their family situations, as well as on their racial markings in the 
social sphere. Women and children, for example have not been encouraged to express their 
desires or needs in direct or explicit ways and this may influence their own sense of being able 
to contribute to knowledge construction. Students need to understand and resist the power 
differentials in their own classrooms as to who may or may not make meaning for the class as 
a whole. That is because doing that will both enable them to understand better the ways that 
power works – so that they can put that understanding together with the theory and the stories 
from other students’ accounts of those workings – and also to begin to know how to assist 
clients to grasp those very power dynamics through having learned how to facilitate 
discussions, first with co-students, and then with clients and their associates, that will have that 
effect. 

The Family-in-Community Profile assignment was designed to provide students with adequate 
space to be able to express themselves in relation to their experiences of curriculum content. 
Its goal is to provide an opportunity for students to externalise issues – in other words to regard 
them in the complexity of their socio-political context rather than seeing them solely as 
personally or internally generated. Prior experiences of learning and misrecognition of students 
on the basis of their markers such as race, gender or generation may make the process of 
responsible, self-directed and critically reflexive learning a challenging one. The Family-in-
Community Profile assignment can be used as an opportunity for students to understand 
themselves as self-directed, responsible contributors to their own learning process in a non-
threatening way This process of self-reflexive–directed learning can then be applied to other 
areas such as their practice in fieldwork and research and be incorporated in forms of 
assessment related to providing evidence of learning outcomes, such as portfolios. 

The assignment is also useful for planning course content, in that the lecturer who is teaching 
the Family Course will have read and moderated students’ Family-in-Community Profile 
assignments. She should therefore be able to plan a course which is directly responsive to the 
learning needs of the students, by assessing how they perceive issues in relation to family. In 
this way students’ previous and current ways of meaning-making can be respected and 
publicly acknowledged, so that students do not feel ashamed of past and present practices. 
The assignment is also beneficial in that it can alert the lecturer to the resources students need 
to become proficient and competent social work students, and the differing necessity for 
resources in relation to past experiences, privileges, abilities and subject positions. This means 
that assumptions about the sameness of positioning in relation to resources need to be 

                                                  
109 Similar findings were reported by Vodde and Galant 2002, who used a narrative-deconstructive practice-based 
model to inform curriculum content and instructional methods. 
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abandoned and the curriculum designed to be responsive to individual circumstances and with 
a sensitivity on the part of the teacher to students’ circumstances. For example, first generation 
literate students need different educational inputs, such as more assistance with reading and 
writing activities, than those who come from homes where literacy is assumed. In the same 
way, students who have had inadequate educational opportunities in their school may need 
additional or different input from those who have had such opportunities to ensure participatory 
parity.110 

The Family-in-Community Profile assignment, accompanied by the reading pack is a useful 
pedagogical tool for a number of reasons. Firstly, it allows students to consider issues of race, 
gender and generational privilege and harm in the light of their own experiences. Waghid 
(2001), a South African academic from Stellenbosch University, similarly contends that critical 
educational discourse is not enough in itself, but that it is necessary to engender self-reflexive 
inquiry by requiring students to analyse texts from the perspective of their own lives and 
experiences. The Family-in-Community Profile exercise presents such an opportunity to 
critically engage with texts from the point of view of one’s everyday social practices.  

Connecting the effects of prejudice and oppression along lines of race, class, and gender to 
students’ own lives has also been found to be beneficial by educational writers such as Wolk 
(2003). He set high school students the task of writing up their experiences of these forms of 
prejudice in what he termed ‘social justice notebooks’. He also provided opportunities in the 
classroom situation for students to share their experiences. This sharing of experiences 
between students has not yet been undertaken with the Family-in-Community Profile 
assignments, but could in the future be incorporated into the curriculum.111  Since of the major 
goals of having students engage in the Family-in-Community Profile exercise is for them to 
come to the realisation that it is possible to occupy contradictory positions of privilege and 
disadvantage, and to develop shared understandings in relation to care and justice, the 
process of sharing their profiles in class with each other would have the effect of realising this 
goal. Sharing stories from their own Family-in-Community Profile also has the potential of 
providing an opportunity for students to critically view their understandings of social issues by 
exposing them to the differential impact that these issues have had on their own family lives 
and those of other students.. 

 

Pedagogical problems with the family-in-community  
profile assignment 
In terms of pedagogy and learning methods, it is important to note students’ tendency to 
romanticise and essentialise what they construe as their own ‘authentic cultural practices’. It 
would therefore be helpful to provide mechanisms for examining these ideas with students in 
class. One way of doing this is to ask students to assess these ‘cultural practices’ from the 
viewpoint of the goals which should inform social work practice, namely participatory parity, 
human flourishing and well-being and the ability to give and receive care. In this way, these 
practices can be viewed in a more critical light, particularly from the perspective of gender and 
generation.  

                                                  
110 While I am advocating that measures be implemented to ensure that differently placed learners are given 
adequate opportunities to accomplish educational objectives and thus achieve capabilities, I am not suggesting that 
this burden be placed on the social work lecturer alone: it is obviously a responsibility of educational institutions as a 
whole to provide facilities in this respect. 
111 This in fact the case in the new course proposed for 2005 which deals with family entitled Intervention: Family 
Well-being. 
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The constructedness of notions of culture can also be shared in class in order to unpack the 
normality, naturalness and authenticity attributed to cultural assumptions. By examining the 
assumptions underlying students’ own constructions of culture, the reification which results 
from the essentialisation of ‘culture’ can be fruitfully discussed, especially in situations where 
students from different backgrounds participate. Furthermore, students can be invited to reflect 
on the ways in which their own circumstances influence their views of ideas and practices, and 
can be encouraged to use this awareness in their social work theory and practice, by 
incorporating exercises which denaturalise culture into their practice with clients.  

 

Future directions 
The social work curriculum to be implemented at UWC in 2005 needs to be benchmarked 
using the BSW Exit Level Outcomes (SAQA 2003) to ensure that all areas are covered in the 
twenty seven outcomes now compulsory for all tertiary higher education institutions providing 
training for social work. The Global Qualifying Standards guidelines (2002) will also be 
consulted to develop a new curriculum. Insights which have emerged from this study, and 
which correspond to the requirements as set out in the standards documents, have already 
informed the outline of curriculum content and will continue to impact on its content and 
learning methods. 

The normative and theoretical framework used to analyse the data in this study, which 
incorporates ethics of care and social justice (including recognition, redistribution and human 
capabilities) perspectives will be further engaged with in a number of different contexts: 

• internally in UWC’s Department of Social Work, in the development of the new 
curriculum,  

• in UWC’s Faculty of Community and Health Sciences where students in all the 
departments (Nursing, Occupational Therapy, Physiotherapy, Sports and Recreation 
Sciences, Social Work, Human Ecology, Dietetics, Complementary Medicine and 
Psychology) are obliged to study the Introduction to the Philosophy of Care module on a 
first year level;  

• in modules for practising social workers who, in the future, will all have to earn 
Continuous Professional Development points by attending educational seminars and 
courses in order to maintain their registration and practise as social workers;  

• on a regional level with UCT’s and Stellenbosch’s Social Work Departments and the 
Department of Social Services (Western Cape), where we have implemented a three 
year joint research project examining from an ethics of care perspective, the service 
conditions of social workers and service provision for clients, involving fourth year 
students from all these institutions; and  

• on an international level, through the IASSW with academics in social work training 
institutions who share an interest in how social justice and the ethics of care can inform 
curriculum content and process.  

 

The insights from students’ subjugated knowledges to inform the curriculum is an ongoing 
project which will also form the basis of research internally and internationally with those who 
have used this to inform education and practice in social work and family therapy.  In this 
sense this study is part of an ongoing effort to adapt the curriculum to standards of justice and 
care. 
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APPENDIX  D 
 

The Family-in-Community Profile assignment,  
as changed by myself and student consultants 

 

 

  

  

 
 

SOCIAL WORK II 

RESEARCH EXERCISE NUMBER TWO 

FAMILY-IN-COMMUNITY PROFILE 

DECEMBER/JANUARY PRACTICAL 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The first research exercise for this year, which you have by now (hopefully) completed, was the 
community resources booklet. 

The family-in-community profile will be your second research exercise that will be required to 
complete. This will happen during the December/January vacation as students will then have access 
to families. You will be required to undertake a study of your own family and to document and evaluate 
the information. The purpose of this is to give you an understanding and insight into your own family 
and how it has been influenced by the forces outside it. This exercise will valuable for you, as you will 
need an understanding of families and how they operate in order to practice as a social worker. You 
will use the information that you gain in this exercise when you study intervention with South African 
families in the second semester of the third year. It will also help you in understanding the 
methodology of life history research which you will study in more depth in the research course in your 
fourth year, as you will be choosing one of the family members on whom to do a life history as part of 
this exercise. 

You will have the opportunity of gathering information from a number of resources (eg. Interviews with 
family members, diaries, letters, photographs and other documents). 

NOTE: - Although we would like you to make a study of your own family, there might be reasons of an 
extremely personal nature, why students would prefer not to do so. In such cases you are free to 
make use of another family to whom you have fairly good access. 

Students are given the assurance that assignment will be handled with the greatest confidentiality – 
thus information will only be seen by the student supervisor and lecturer responsible for the profile. If 
students are willing to do so they could share some of the information from the profile with their peers 
in the class to facilitate learning about cultural and other issues pertaining to South African families. 
However, this will be discussed at a later stage during the third year of study. 

The study of the family consists of three parts – the genogram, a family member’s life history and a 
general description of the family. 

Length of final report:   Not to exceed 15 pages. 
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1. THE GENOGRAM 

A genogram is a visual representation or picture of the family relatedness, history and structure. It 
combines demographic date (age, sex and marital status) with dates of important life events such as 
births, marriages, divorces and deaths. It practically represents the relationship structure of two or 
more generations of the family (Lieberman, :68). It is necessary for you to draw a genogram as part of 
your study of the family. As illustrations, two examples of genograms are included in this handout. 
Please note that you should include the particulars of at least three generations in the genogram i.e. 
grandparents, parents, and the student and his/her siblings. (The same obviously applies in cases 
where you use the particulars of another family. 

A genogram is useful for the following reasons: 

It can involve family members in viewing the family historically and holistically. 

It is a summary of basic information about the family. 

It can offer insight into family patterns and influences. 

 

 

HOW TO CONSTRUCT A GENOGRAM 

A genogram is constructed by making use of symbols. The following symbols are normally used: 

 

           man;                             woman;                              sex unknown 
 

Y    miscarriage/ abortion;                              stable (permanent relationship); 

---------    short term relationship 
 

M = Married;   D = Divorced;  S = Separated; 

A = Adopted child;  F = Foster child 

 

 Passed away (dead)  

 

Remember 

1.  An unbroken line (         ) indicates a long-term heterosexual relationship (eg. A marriage or 
common law marriage). 

2.  A broken line ( --–--- )   indicates a short term relationship such as love affair. 

3. A descending line from the relationship between a man and a woman, whether a marriage 
(unbroken line) or a love affair (broken line) indicates the children who were born of the relationship. 

4. Children are indicated from the eldest to the youngest from left to right on an unbroken line 
(miscarriages and abortions are also included). 

5. Names are written on top of the circle or square, with ages or dates of birth inside the circle or 
square. 

6. The dates of marriages are written on top of the line that indicates the association, while the dates 
indicating a divorce or separation are written below the line. 

7. Draw a dotted line around the family members who comprise the household. 

8. The more detail you include in the genogram the better. You could include family members’ names, 
places of residence, that they are presently doing etc. Please refer to the article in the Hartman (1976) 
article, Figure 6 pg 77. 

 

Evaluation of drawing up the genogram 
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1. How was the information obtained? Was there any resistance from the family, due to cultural or 
other reasons, to giving information necessary for the genogram? If so, how did you overcome these 
difficulties? 

2. How has gathering this information changed your perception of the family? What new insights have 
you gained from this exercise? 

3. Discuss your family genogram referring to the Hartman (1978) article in the readings provided to 
you. 

 

 

2.   FAMILY MEMBERS’ LIFE HISTORY 

Choose one of the family members from the genogram to interview. Write the story of this person’s life 
history in not more than 4-6 pages. This information must be presented as a verbatim account (i.e. a 
story in the person’s own words). 

 

Evaluation 

1. What have you learnt from hearing this family member’s life story? 

2. Did the person have any difficulty remembering past events? 

3. What were your feelings when interviewing this family member? How did you feel once the 
interview/s was/were completed? 

4.  How did your closeness/distance from this person influence the quality of the information which you 
received from this person? 

 

3. GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE FAMILY 

 

Introduction 

It is important for us to distinguish between family ideology and the reality of the families we live in. We 
are led to believe that the Western middle class nuclear family is the norm, which is reinforced through 
media such as TV serials, advertisements, women’s magazines etc. Research has shown that the 
majority of  people do not live in this idealised situation. There is no universal family form which exists, 
but an enormous variety of family structures. 

We need to be able to examine the real experiences of South African families, how they have lived 
their lives, under what circumstances and how they have been affected by the ideologies of how they 
should live their lives. For example, in some communities it was believed that children should work 
from an early age. However, as the new middle classes became more powerful, children’s labour was 
no longer needed and the popular ideology was that children generally should not work, economically 
essential (Gittins, 1985). 

Another example of how ideology has affected the family is that it has been assumed that all forms of 
caring and household tasks are essentially women’s unpaid work.  Men’s domestic participation has 
been regarded as voluntary – a man may bath the baby, wash the dishes or sweep the flour if he 
wishes to, but if he decides not to, nobody will criticise or condemn him. 

Gender identities are also constructed and reproduced within the ideology of the family. Violence 
towards women and children are not rare occurrences, but have cultural sanctions and are seen as a 
natural extension of a husband’s authority. In South Africa, as well as violence occurring within 
families, the state and capitalism has reached wreaked migrant labour system, influx control, single 
sex hostels, the creation of Bantustans and other forms of repression and control. We need to be 
aware of all these influences when examining the family. 

Listed below are some questions, which could serve as a guide to gathering and reflecting on 
information. The list is not exhaustive and students should feel free to pursue issues which are 
appropriate to their specific families in more detail. 

 

Dwelling and Organisation of Family Life 
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1. What type of dwelling did the family live in? How did the family organise the living space? Who slept 
in what room? How was the work and living space divided? How crowded was the household? 

2. Who constituted the household? Did married sons and daughters continue to live in their parents’ 
household? Did ageing parents live in their children’s household, in their dwellings, in residential 
communities or old age homes? Were there other members of the household who were not living with 
the family eg. boarders, domestic workers? 

3. What effect did the dwelling have on the way the family members related to each other and the 
community? 

 
Patterns of work and division of labour 

1. Who was involved in the daily preparation of food, cleaning the home? Was domestic labour in the 
house performed on a paid or unpaid basis? 

2. Who cared for and reared the children? Who looked after the family members who were sick, 
disabled or elderly? 

3. Who was involved in waged (i.e. paid) labour? How was the income distributed in the household? 
What sort of work were wage earners involved in and for how many hours a week? 

4. Have family members changed at all in their conceptions of what women’s and men’s roles in caring 
for others and domestic chores are? 

5. Do you think that child care and housework should be private, unpaid tasks done only by women? 
Why/why not? 

 

Effects of Racism 

Dominelli (1991) distinguishes between three types of racism: 

a)  Cultural racism – which endorses the supremacy of beliefs and values of white culture. 

b) Institutional racism – by this is meant the public power and authority which ration power and 
resources by excluding Blacks eg. access to empowerment, education, housing, health and welfare 
resources, land etc. 

c) Personal racism – attitudes and behaviours which result in a negative prejudgement of racial 
groups. 

Of course the three types of racism are interconnected and the one is usually promoted by the other 
form. 

 

Questions 

In examining the three types of racism identified above explain in detail  

a) How the family was affected by each one 

b) How family members coped and supported each other in dealing with them. 

 
Family Relationships/Status of Family Members 

1. What status is given to older people within the family’s culture? 

2. How are women viewed within the family? What is their status in relation to other family members? 

3. How were babies treated? 

4. How did the rearing of children change the status of the women in the family and the family as a 
whole? How were children treated? Were there different attitudes towards boys/girls children? Are 
children regarded as a means and source of security in old age? Who disciplined the children and how 
was it done? 

5. By whom and how were the values and norms in the family transmitted? 

6. Describe patterns of communication in the family. 
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7. How were family problems resolved? Which age groups were involved in/excluded from this? Were 
elders of the community/members of the external family involved? 

8. How was conflict dealt with? 

9. How did the family cope with crises such as imprisonment, death, divorce etc.? 

10. Describe what happened during family meals. Were certain family members given privileges over 
others? Where did the family have their meals/ Was everyone together? Who sat where? 

 

Decision making 

1. How were key decisions made (e.g. having children, approval of marriage, care of children, sick, 
elderly, religion etc.) 

2. How were decisions on daily family business made? 

 

Family Rituals and Ceremonies 

1)  What was the daily schedule of family members? 

2) Describe the type of rituals and ceremonies held in the family. How were weddings, baptisms, 
deaths, important life cycle stages e.g. adolescence, initiation and other ceremonies held? Who 
attended? Where were they held? What happened at these events? What was the value of the ritual to 
the family and its culture? 

3) Are family members involved with community institutions/organisations (e.g. sport, welfare work, 
civics etc.) 

4)  Religious involvement. 

5)  Who visited whom, how frequently and over what period of time? In African families people simply 
visited each other irrespective of their status. Has this changed? 

 

Family and Property 

1)  Who owned property in the family and how did they acquire it? 

2)  Did the women receive dowries e.g. lobola? What effects did this have on family relationships? 

3)  Who inherited what? Were wills drawn up? 

 

Work 

1. Did sons and daughters leave/remain at home when they started work? If they left, when was this? 

2. Are the children involved in different work from that of their parents? Why/ why not? 

3. What was the family’s attitudes towards women seeking paid employment? 

 

Migration and the Family 

1. Did the family migrate, and if so what were the reasons? (influx control, forced removals, Group 
Areas Act, economic reasons, transport problems etc.)  

2. What other resources were available which the family could turn to in cases of crises and 
problems? 

3. Were the family aware of the community resources and how to utilise them to the benefit of the 
family? How were services advertised? 

 

Community Resources and Influences 

1. What community resources were not available to assist the family (clinics, child care facilities, 
schools, welfare organisations, libraries)?   What effect did the lack of availabillty of resources have on 
family life? 
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2. What other resources were available which the family could turn to in cases of crises and 
problems? 

3.  Were the family aware of the community resources and how to utilise them to the benefit of the 
family?   How were services advertised? 

4. Were community resources seen as a first or last resort in solving a family problem? Explain. 

5. If there was a lack of resources what did the family ascribe this to and what action did the family 
take to obtain these resources? 

6. Evaluate the community’s influence on the family (drugs, gangs, friendships, how education was 
valued in the community, civic affairs intercommunity conflicts). 

 

EVALUATION 

The assignment should be concluded with an evaluation in which students will pay particular attention 
to three aspects, i.e. firstly what they have learnt about their family, secondly how they were 
personally influenced by the experience and thirdly how they consider the assignment might benefit 
them as future social workers? 

The family which has been studied should also be evaluated with reference to the readings provided 
with this guide and any additional reading which the student can do. 

In cases where students have made use of the particulars of a family other than their own, the 
evaluation should be done from the point of view of a professional social worker. 

 

Sources that can be used by students 

Information can be gathered from a number of sources, other than interviewing relatives. Examples of 
such sources are, among others: old letters that have been kept, diaries, photo-albums. Students are 
also encouraged to write or telephonically contact those family members with whom they have no 
regular contact. 

A list of all sources that have been used or contacted must be annexed to the assignments. This 
should accompany a bibliography of references consulted. Problems that were experienced in 
contacting family or other sources should also be noted. 

Students should also consult relevant literature to assist them in the understanding of families. This, of 
course, is besides consulting the readings which have received together with this profile, which do 
cover parts of this material. 

 

ALLOCATION OF MARKS 

The assignment will be evaluated according to the amount of work that students have put into it; how 
information was gathered; what deductions were made and any insight displayed into your own 
experience and that of other family members. Theoretical knowledge about the family and an ability to 
in cooperate this into your conceptions of the family will obviously improve the quality of the 
assignment. 

 

TECHNICAL CARE AND HANDLING IN OF ASSIGNMENTS 

It is naturally not possible to say how long the assignments should be. It is expected however that 
each student shall report as completely as possible on his/her family. This is why the section where 
you indicate the problems that you have experienced is important. 

The assignment should be placed in a file (for this purpose students should acquire their own file 
cover) where the genogram takes up a lot of space, please use a larger piece of paper to the extend 
of making it illegible). It should then be folded to fit into the file. 

Assignments should be handed in, on the first Friday after practical classes have started. Please place 
in the post boxes of student supervisors before noon. 

The supervisors will do the initial marking of the project and will then moderate the marks. 
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APPENDIX  E 
List of Readings from Reader for Family Profile 
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 APPENDIX  F 
 

List of SPSS categories which  
qualitative data was searched for 

 
 
student family profile number 
gender of student 
race 
current location of student's household 
history of forced removal in family 
mother domestic worker 
grandmother domestic worker 
relative domestic worker 
family member affected by influx control 
family member migrated 
type of family 
which family members are in paid employment 
who cared for dependents in the family 
who cooked in the household 
who cleaned inside the house 
outside work 
work in livestock and tending to crops 
type of dwelling 
number of rooms in house 
number of people in household 
whether elders were respected in the household 
family member active in political organisation 
whether problems were dealt with by elders or not 
whether babies were regarded as special 
whether lobola was received 
perception of lobola in the family 
family members attitudes towards women seeking paid employment 
community resources available to family members 
whether clinic was available 
whether high schools were available immediate vicinity 
whether childcare facilities were available 
whether libraries were available in the community 
whether community resources used as a last resort to solve problems 
whether children slept with grandparents 
whether girls and boys were treated differently in the family 
meals affected by age 
meals affected by gender 
whether women had to fetch water from river 
mother single parent 
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APPENDIX  G 
List of students who gave permission  

for their Family-in-Community Profile assignments  
to be used for the study 

 
Family Profile 1 African rural female student 
Family Profile 2 African urban female student 
Family Profile 3 African urban male student 
Family Profile 4 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 5 African urban male student 
Family Profile 6 African urban female student 
Family Profile 7 African rural female student 
Family Profile 8 African urban male student 
Family Profile 9 African urban male student 
Family Profile 10 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 11 African urban female student 
Family Profile 12 coloured rural male student 
Family Profile 13 African rural female student 
Family Profile 14 African rural female student  
Family Profile 15 African rural female student 
Family Profile 16 African rural female student 
Family Profile 17 African rural female student 
Family Profile 18 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 19 African urban male student 
Family Profile 20 African urban female student 
Family Profile 21 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 22 African rural female student 
Family Profile 23 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 24 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 25 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 26 African rural female student 
Family Profile 27 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 28  African rural female student 
Family Profile 29 African urban male student 
Family Profile 30 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 31 African rural male student 
Family Profile 32 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 33 coloured rural male student 
Family Profile 34 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 35 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 36 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 37 African urban male student 
Family Profile 38 African rural female student 
Family Profile 39 African rural male student 
Family Profile 40 African rural male student 
Family Profile 41 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 42 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 43 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 44 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 45 coloured rural male student 
Family Profile 46 African rural female student 
Family Profile 47 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 48 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 49 African rural male student 
Family Profile 50 African rural female student 
Family Profile 51 African rural female student 
Family Profile 52 African rural female student 
Family Profile 53 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 54 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 55 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 56 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 57 African rural female student 
Family Profile 58 African rural female student 
Family Profile 59 coloured rural female student 

Family Profile 60 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 61 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 62 African urban male student 
Family Profile 63 African rural female student 
Family Profile 64 African urban female student 
Family Profile 65 coloured urban male student 
Family Profile 66 African rural female student 
Family Profile 67 coloured urban female student  
Family Profile 68 African urban female student 
Family Profile 69 African urban male student 
Family Profile 70 African rural male student 
Family Profile 71 African urban male student 
Family Profile 72 African rural female student 
Family Profile 73 African urban female student 
Family Profile 74 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 75 African urban male student 
Family Profile 76 African urban female student 
Family Profile 77 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 78 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 79 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 80 African urban female student 
Family Profile 81 African rural female student 
Family Profile 82 African urban female student 
Family Profile 83 African rural female student 
Family Profile 84 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 85 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 86 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 87 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 88 African rural female student 
Family Profile 89 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 90 African rural female student 
Family Profile 91 African rural female student 
Family Profile 92 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 93 African urban female student 
Family Profile 94 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 95 African rural female student 
Family Profile 96 coloured rural male student 
Family Profile 97 African rural female student 
Family Profile 98 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 99 African rural female student 
Family Profile 100 coloured urban male student 
Family Profile 101 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 102 African rural male student 
Family Profile 103 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 104 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 105 African rural female student 
Family Profile 106 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 107 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 108 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 109 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 110 African urban female student 
Family Profile 111 African urban female student 
Family Profile 112 coloured rural female student 
Family Profile 113 African rural female student 
Family Profile 114 African rural female student 
Family Profile 115 African urban male student 
Family Profile 116 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 117 coloured urban female student 
Family Profile 118 African urban male student 
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APPENDIX  H 
Group Areas Plan in Cape Town 
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Recognition, Resources, Responsibilities: Using Students’ Stories 
of Family to Renew the South African Social Work Curriculum 

 
Erkenning, hulpbronnen en verantwoordelijkheden. De toepassing van 
gezinsverhalen van studenten voor de vernieuwing van het Zuid-Afrikaanse 
maatschappelijk werk curriculum 
 
 
 

SAMENVATTING VAN HET MANUSCRIPT 
 
Er bestaan weinig studies op het gebied van het maatschappelijk werk in Zuid Afrika 
over de vraag tot hoe mensen hun gezinsleven hebben beleven en  interpreteren, 
vooral waar het gaat over tot de invloed van macro-  en microfactoren op 
gezinspraktijken. Deze studie erkent de kennis van studenten aan de University of 
the Western Cape op dit gebied en maakt zichtbaar  hoe ras, gender en generatie 
hun leven en dat van hun gezinsleden hebben beïnvloed. Hierdoor wordt geldigheid 
en legitimiteit verleend aan kennis die altijd op twee manieren onderworpen is 
geweest. Op de eerste plaats hebben zij als studenten nooit de gelegenheid gehad 
een aandeel aan het curriculum te leveren: zij werden eerder als consumenten dan 
als producenten van kennis beschouwd. Op de tweede plaats zijn de stemmen van 
de UWC  studenten gemarginaliseerd en ongedocumenteerd gebleven omdat zij deel 
uit maken van een voorheen gediscrimineerde meerderheid in Zuid-Afrika. Het 
voornaamste doel van deze studie was dan ook om te onderzoeken welke bruikbare 
inzichten voor het maatschappelijk werk curriculum naar voren komen als deze 
studenten via het uitvoeren van schriftelijke opdrachten onderzoek doen over hun 
eigen gezinsomstandigheden, vanuit onderwijs dat een kritische houding bijbrengt 
over vraagstukken van ras, gender en generatie. 
 

Indeling van de hoofdstukken  
In Hoofdstuk 1, de inleiding, contextualiseer ik het project door mijn motivatie voor 
deze studie te bespreken. Jarenlang heb ik, eerst als studente maatschappelijk werk 
aan verschillende historisch bevoorrechte instellingen en later als supervisor en 
docent bij UWC, vraagtekens gezet bij de geschiktheid van het curriculum in Jeugd-
en Gezinsstudies. Mijn twijfels werden verder bevestigd door de interviews die ik 
hield met studenten en die klaagden dat de theorie waaraan ze in de cursus Kinder- 
en Gezinszorg werden blootgesteld voor hen niet bruikbaar was in het praktijkwerk, 
waarmee zij zich als studenten maatschappelijk werk moesten bezighouden. De 
meeste van de teksten waren gebaseerd op functionalistische theorieën die in de 
sociologie en antropologie al lang bekritiseerd werden, maar die in het 
maatschappelijk werk nog steeds in aanzien stonden. Deze functionalistische teksten 
zagen ‘het gezin’ als een eenheid en neigden ernaar het gezin te isoleren van 
externe maatschappelijke problemen. De aandacht ging vooral uit naar de interne 
gezinsdynamiek, en niet zozeer naar het idee van gezinnen als culturele of sociale 
praktijken. Bovendien gingen de teksten waaraan de studenten werden blootgesteld, 
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over verfijnde gezinstherapietechnieken. Ik vroeg me af in hoeverre deze toepasbaar 
zijn op de Zuid-Afrikaanse situatie, waar de meerderheid van de bevolking een 
dagelijkse overlevingsstrijd moet leveren om eten op tafel te krijgen.   
 
Mijn bezorgdheid over de relevantie van de invalshoeken die in deze cursussen 
werden gedoceerd en het idee dat deze theorieën de ervaringen van studenten 
mogelijkerwijze pathologiseerden, vormden het startpunt voor mijn belangstelling 
voor de vraag hoe studenten reflecteren over hun eigen gezinsomstandigheden. 
Bovendien vroeg ik me af wat voor invloed deze ervaringen hadden op de privileges 
en achterstellingen met betrekking tot ras, gender en generatie en op de 
mogelijkheid van de studenten en hun gezinsleden om als mensen tot bloei te komen 
en hun capaciteiten tot hun recht te laten komen. Omdat maatschappelijk werk 
tegenwoordig wordt gezien als een beroep dat zich richt op ongelijkheden en 
uitsluiting, leek het me gepast om onderzoek te doen naar de vraag hoe zaken als 
priviligering, ongelijkheid en onderwerping tot uitdrukking komen in het 
maatschappelijk werk curriculum.   
 
De rest van het manuscript is in drie delen opgesplitst: 

• Deel 1 werkt de context van het onderzoek uit door de problematische 
aspecten van een traditionele maatschappelijk werk tekst te analyseren. Het 
behandelt vervolgens het theoretisch kader dat ik heb ontwikkeld en gebruikt 
voor de interpretatie van mijn data (Hoofdstuk 2). Het geeft ook een 
beschrijving van het instrument van dataverzameling, de opdracht ‘het profiel 
van het gezin-in-de-gemeenschap’, en van de methodologische en ethische 
aspecten van het werken daarmee (Hoofdstuk 3). 

• Deel 2 geeft in drie hoofdstukken een analyse van de empirische data, het 
eerste over cultureel racisme als een vorm van miskenning (Hoofdstuk 4), het 
tweede over institutioneel racisme als uitsluiting van het realiseren van 
menselijke capaciteiten (Hoofdstuk 5). Het derde  gaat in op de vraag hoe in de 
rapportages van de studenten de verdeling van verantwoordelijkheden, mis- en 
erkenning en het (gebrek aan) toegang tot hulpbronnen verband houden met 
gender en generatie (Hoofdstuk 6). 

• Deel 3 onderzoekt welke lessen uit de data-analyse getrokken kunnen worden 
voor het Zuid-Afrikaanse maatschappelijk werk curriculum. Achtereenvolgens 
behandel ik de theoretische inhoud van het vaste curriculum, de empirische 
inzichten uit de verslagen van de studenten en de pedagogisch-didactische 
aspecten van het onderricht in het maatschappelijk werk (Hoofdstuk 7). 

 
 
Deel 1 
In Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijf ik mijn theoretische en normatieve kaders. Eerst presenteer 
ik een fragment uit een representatieve traditionele tekst op het gebied van Gezins- 
en Kinderzorg. Deze tekst is representatief voor teksten die op verschillende Zuid-
Afrikaanse instellingen voor hoger onderwijs worden gebruikt in maatschappelijk 
werk cursussen. Ik analyseer deze tekst om te bepalen welke vooronderstellingen 
aan de beeldvorming over ‘het gezin’ ten grondslag liggen, en hoe het 
maatschappelijk werk de problemen van ‘het gezin’ interpreteert en antwoord geeft 
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op deze problemen. Wat in deze analyse duidelijk wordt is dat begrippen als 
gelijkheid en ongelijkheid nooit in de tekst aan de orde komen en dat 
machtsverhoudingen en socio-culturele vraagstukken stelselmatig worden 
veronachtzaamd, een verschijnsel dat in navolging van Joan Tronto (1993) kan 
worden getypeerd als een vorm van ‘geprivilegieerde onverantwoordelijkheid’. Door 
de tekst in detail te analyseren probeer ik aantonen dat deze geen waardevrij 
universeel geldige weergave is van ‘het gezin’ en van de welwillende respons van 
het maatschappelijk werk daarop, maar dat de tekst in feite is doortrokken met 
waardeoordelen die laten zien dat deze vanuit een specifiek theoretisch perspectief 
is geschreven.  
 
Ik laat me daarbij leiden door Foucaults (1977a; 1980) begrippen als ‘vertoog’, 
‘disciplinaire praktijk’ en ‘waarheidsregimes’ om de potentiële invloed te achterhalen, 
die zulke traditionele teksten hebben op studenten zoals op UWC. Ik beargumenteer 
dat een tekst zoals in dit hoofdstuk geanalyseerd, gezien kan worden als wat 
Foucault (1977a) omschrijft als een ‘disciplinaire praktijk’ in de zin dat het een idee 
construeert van wat normaal en gepast is om te doen en denken over ‘het gezin’ en 
wat als gepaste de reactie van het maatschappelijk werk op deze situatie wordt 
aangemerkt. Ik stel dat de verslagen van studenten over hun eigen gezinspraktijken 
gezien kunnen worden als vormen van ‘onderworpen kennis’,  die potentieel 
bruikbaar kunnen zijn voor het maatschappelijk werk curriculum en die tegenwicht 
bieden aan de ‘deskundigen kennis’ uit deze traditionele teksten. Tenslotte beschrijf 
ik het theoretische en normatieve kader dat ik heb ontwikkeld om mijn bevindingen te 
analyseren en te evalueren. Dit kader integreert begrippen uit de benadering van 
menselijke capaciteiten van Amartya Sen (1984; 1995; 2001) en Martha Nussbaum 
(1995; 2000) met ideeën van de politieke zorgethiek benadering (Tronto 1993; 
Sevenhuijsen 1998; Kittay 1999 en Robinson 1999) en met Nancy Fraser’s (1997; 
2000) begripsvorming over rechtvaardigheid, vooral haar ideeën over mis/erkenning 
en participatoire gelijkheid.   
 
De belangrijkste vragen die ik heb gebruikt  om de data te bevragen luiden als volgt: 
Wat konden de studenten en hun gezinsleden doen en zijn in relatie tot 
maatschappelijke markeringen als ras, gender en generatie? Dat wil zeggen, welke 
menselijke capaciteiten konden zij uitoefenen?  Hoe waren zij en hun gezinsleden 
benadeeld of bevoordeeld in termen van deze markeringen van ras, gender en 
generatie en welke implicaties had dit voor hun leven?  Waren ze wel of niet in staat 
om op gelijke basis met anderen contacten op te bouwen en te onderhouden?  Hoe 
verging het hen in relatie tot het kunnen geven en ontvangen van zorg in zelfgekozen 
situaties? Deze vragen incorporeren perspectieven van rechtvaardigheid en zorg, die 
het samen mogelijk maken om tot een beoordeling te komen over de adequaatheid 
van ‘menselijk bloeien’, over participatoire gelijkheid en over de mogelijkheid om zorg 
te verlenen en te ontvangen.   
 
In Hoofdstuk 3 ga ik in op het ‘profiel van het van het gezin-in-de-gemeenschap’, de 
opdracht die ik heb gebruikt om data voor dit onderzoek te verzamelen. Ik leg uit hoe 
dit profiel zowel als lesmateriaal als als onderzoeksinstrument is gebruikt. Ik beschrijf 
de veranderingen die ik samen met een groep maatschappelijk werk studenten heb 
aangebracht in de opdracht die UWC studenten op basis van dit profiel in het tweede 
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jaar van hun studie moesten voltooien. Deze veranderingen werden aangebracht met 
de bedoeling de studenten de mogelijkheid te bieden om kritisch na te denken over 
wat er met hun gezinsleden was gebeurd in relatie tot verschillende vormen van 
racisme en tot kwesties rond gender en generatie. Op deze manier kregen studenten 
de middelen aangereikt om hun eigen stem te herwinnen in het licht van historisch 
bepaalde sociaal-economische en culturele invloeden op hun gezinspraktijken. Ik 
werk uit hoe de UWC studenten die in de Zuid-Afrikaanse samenleving op een 
veelheid aan manieren tot ‘ander’ zijn gemaakt, door deze oefening konden 
nadenken over de mate waarin hun gezinsomstandigheden zijn beïnvloed door het 
ontzeggen van of toegang hebben tot privileges, en door vormen van kleinering en 
minachting. Dit hoofdstuk geeft, door gebruik te maken van hun beschouwende 
commentaren op het onderzoeksproces, aan hoe de studenten het doen van 
onderzoek ervoeren. Daarnaast stelt het hoofdstuk een aantal ethische kwesties van 
dit type onderzoek aan de orde en belicht deze mede vanuit het gezichtspunt van de 
zorgethiek: het gebruikte materiaal en de manier waarop dit is verkregen, bracht een 
aantal gecompliceerde situaties met zich mee, waarover ethische reflectie 
noodzakelijk is.  
 
In Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijf ik ook hoe ik gebruik heb gemaakt van een design van 
participatieonderzoek waarin de nadruk ligt op maatschappelijk onderzoek, onderwijs 
en actie, en waarbij vaardigheiden worden overgedragen aan degenen die bij het 
onderzoeksproces betrokken zijn. Door aan het onderzoeksproces deel te nemen 
kan men kennis vergaren over wat tot dan toe gold als het domein van 
‘professionele’ of  ‘deskundigen’ kennis. De studenten in het onderzoek figureerden 
zowel als onderzoekers als als respondenten. Door hen te voorzien van kritische 
teksten en vragen en ze zo  een sociaal-politieke ‘bril’ te verschaffen waardoorheen 
ze hun ervaringen konden bekijken, en waarbij zowel afstand als nabijheid 
geschapen werd, hoopte ik de studenten aan te moedigen om na te denken over 
manieren waarop zij en leden van hun gezin tot ‘ander’ werden gemaakt en zelf 
anderen tot ‘ander’ maakten. Ik wilde ook de studenten bevestiging geven als 
volwaardige kenners door de verslagen van hun eigen gezinsomstandigheden te 
gebruiken om het curriculum te hervormen.  
 
Omdat het hoofdstuk zich op methodologische zaken richt, werk ik uit hoe ik als hun 
docent toegang kreeg tot de ‘gezin-in-de-gemeenschap’ profielen van de studenten 
en hoe de informanten werden geselecteerd. Tenslotte beschrijf ik het proces van het 
uitwerken en analyseren van de data. 
 
Deel 2 
Ras en racisme zijn enorm belangrijk voor studenten in de Zuid-Afrikaanse 
samenleving met haar erfenis van het apartheidsregime. In hoofdstukken 4 en 5 
onderzoek ik hoe studenten met betrekking tot hun eigen gezinspraktijken en –
omstandigheden rapporteerden over Lena Dominelli’s  (1991)  noties van cultureel 
en institutioneel racisme. De term cultureel racisme verwijst naar praktijken die de 
superioriteit van blanke overtuigingen, ideeën en waarden onderschrijven. De term 
institutioneel racisme verwijst naar de manieren waarop mensen op grond van 
raciale markeringen door personen in gezagsposities worden uitgesloten van 
toegang tot macht en hulpbronnen.   
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Mijn doel hier is om vragen te beantwoorden over de gevolgen van cultureel en 
institutioneel racisme voor studenten en hun gezinsleden. Hoe beïnvloedt het 
constant bekeken worden als ‘ander’, ‘minder dan’, ondergeschikt en ‘primitief’ de 
studenten en hun gezinsleden? Wat zijn de gevolgen van het feit dat men zijn 
rituelen gedevalueerd ziet en met een diepgaand gebrek aan respect behandeld ziet 
worden? Hoe heeft uitsluiting van de belangrijkste  hulpbronnen in de samenleving 
de studenten en hun gezinsleden beïnvloed? Hoe hebben studenten en hun 
gezinsleden het hoofd kunnen bieden aan deze vormen van discriminatie?  
 
Hoofdstuk 4 behandelt wat studenten onder cultureel racisme verstaan in relatie tot 
hun eigen situatie en het soort gezinspraktijken die zich in relatie tot cultureel 
racisme hebben ontwikkeld. Ik laat zien hoe de verslagen van de studenten over 
cultureel racisme de werking van processen als primitivisering, inferiorisering, tot 
‘ander’ maken en familisering zichtbaar maken. Ik stel dat cultureel racisme een 
voorbeeld is van miskenning omdat mensen op basis van raciale markeringen 
worden gezien als ‘minder dan menselijk’, als primitief en als ‘ander’. Bij deze 
analyse maak ik gebruik van de theorie over de werking van dualismen, zoals die is 
ontwikkeld door Val Plumwood (1993). De verslagen van de studenten geven vele 
voorbeelden van hoe hun gezinsleden via een verscheidenheid aan mechanismen 
die er toe dienden om inferioriteit en superioriteit ‘natuurlijk’ te laten lijken, en om 
afhankelijkheid ten opzichte van de onderworpen ander te ontkennen, door hun 
geracialiseerde status werden miskend. De ontkenning van afhankelijkheid was een 
thema dat sterk naar voren kwam in de studentenverslagen, die keer op keer 
voorbeelden gaven van hoe gezinsleden op verschillende manieren werden gebruikt 
om de behoeften te vervullen van diegenen die geprivilegieerde  posities innamen, 
maar zonder dat deze situatie werd erkend. De verslagen beschreven miskenning in 
de vorm van cultureel racisme in een aantal contexten en met betrekking tot 
verscheidene verschijnselen. Cultureel racisme werd beschreven in relatie tot 
religieuze rituelen, vooral met het opleggen van het Christendom in betaalde 
werksituaties, in educatieve situaties en in relatie tot etniciteit en generatie. 
Familisme of de aanname dat het kerngezin de norm is, werd door sommige 
studenten geïdentificeerd als een vorm van cultureel racisme, in de zin dat de Zuid-
Afrikaanse staat in het verleden een beroep had gedaan op zwarte gezinnen om hun 
gezinsomvang te beperken en aan te passen aan hun economische middelen, terwijl 
blanken aangespoord werden tot het hebben van grote gezinnen. Ook de ontkenning 
van het gegeven dat de gezinsleden van de studenten belang hechtten aan hun 
uitgebreide verwantschapsnetwerk werd als een voorbeeld van familisme gezien. Uit 
de voorbeelden die de studenten beschreven in hun opdrachten over het ‘gezin-in-
de-gemeenschap profiel’, werd duidelijk dat cultureel racisme als een vorm van 
miskenning diepgaande gevolgen had voor hun mogelijkheden en die van hun 
gezinsleden om als gelijken deel te nemen aan de Zuid-Afrikaanse samenleving.  In 
het laatste deel van hoofdstuk 4 bespreek ik zowel de bruikbaarheid als de 
beperkingen van het begrip cultureel racisme voor de wijze waarop de studenten van 
hun eigen situatie begrepen. Een beperking was dat de studenten geneigd waren om 
cultuur te essentialiseren, om het als een eenheid te zien die omgrenst en geïsoleerd 
kan worden en om het - in een aantal gevallen - te romantiseren. Ook kwam uit de 
studentenverslagen naar voren dat het problematisch is om cultuur als een zwart/wit 
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kwestie op te vatten, omdat er ook miskenning bestond in de onderlinge percepties 
van gekleurde en Afrikaanse studenten en hun gezinnen.     
 
Hoofdstuk 5 kijkt naar hoe studenten rapporteerden over de gevolgen van 
institutioneel racisme voor henzelf en voor hun gezinsleden en hoe ze het hoofd 
boden aan deze gevolgen. Dit hoofdstuk geeft antwoorden op de volgende vraag: 
hoe zagen studenten institutioneel racisme en wat voor invloed had dit volgens hen 
op het welzijn, welbevinden en bloeien van henzelf en hun gezinsleden?  
 
De studentenverslagen lieten keer op keer de wrede en systematische manier zien 
waarop zij en hun gezinsleden door de apartheidspolitiek werden uitgesloten van de 
meeste maatschappelijke hulpbronnen. In dit hoofdstuk maak  gebruik ik de 
benadering van menselijke capaciteiten, zoals die is ontwikkeld door Sen (1984; 
1995; 2001) en Nussbaum (1995; 2000) om voorbeelden te geven van de manier 
waarop studenten en hun gezinsleden systematisch werden buitengesloten van het 
realiseren van veel van deze capaciteiten en dus van het vermogen om als mensen 
te bloeien. Ik heb die capaciteiten geselecteerd, waarvan de studenten 
rapporteerden dat ze werden verhinderd door het beleid dat erop was gericht om de 
privileges van diegenen die in Zuid-Afrika als blank werden gemarkeerd in stand te 
houden en te verdedigen. 
  
De beschrijvingen van de studenten laten zien hoe institutioneel racisme henzelf en 
hun gezinsleden weerhield van een ‘goed leven’ en van ‘menselijk  bloeien’. Wat in 
hun verslagen opvalt is de alomtegenwoordigheid van institutioneel racisme in de 
Zuid-Afrikaanse situatie en de diepgaande invloed ervan op de mogelijkheden van de 
gezinsleden van de studenten om te zijn en te doen wat als belangrijk kan worden 
beschouwd voor menselijk functioneren. In dit hoofdstuk geef ik voorbeelden uit de 
studentenverslagen van de manier waarop institutioneel racisme invloed uitoefende 
op waar hun gezinsleden konden leven en heen mochten reizen, en op hun 
lichamelijke integriteit en hun gezondheid; op de vraag of hun huizen en land al dan 
niet uit hun bezit verwijderd werden of niet, over wat voor soort onderdak ze konden 
beschikken, hoe veel ruimte ze hadden in relatie tot andere gezinsleden, wat voor 
mogelijkheden ze hadden om werk te vinden en welk  soort werk voor hen open 
stond; op de publieke faciliteiten die beschikbaar waren voor hun gezondheids, 
welzijns- en vrijetijdsbehoeften, en met wie ze konden omgaan, en of ze toegang 
konden krijgen tot een adequate voeding en of ze konden leven of sterven. 
Institutioneel racisme ging veel verder dan het uitsluiten van de studenten en hun 
gezinsleden van hulpbronnen: het onteigende hen ook op brute wijze van bestaande 
hulpbronnen en het vernietigde menselijke verhoudingen. De verslagen van de 
studenten laten zien welke diepgaande gevolgen deze vormen van institutioneel 
racisme in hun perceptie hadden voor henzelf en hun gezinsleden. Ze beschreven de 
gevolgen van deze vorm van racisme als allesdoordringend en als onuitwisbare 
littekens in de geesten en de lichamen van diegenen die door de blootstelling 
daaraan hadden geleden. Deze gevolgen omvatten onder andere intens trauma, pijn, 
vernietiging van de maatschappelijke web dat gezinsleden bij elkaar houdt, en fysiek 
lijden vanwege het verwijderen van hulpbronnen en het belemmeren van het 
vermogen om zich toegang te verschaffen tot deze bronnen. Op grond van deze 
verslagen ontwikkel ik de stelling dat de inzichten van de studenten over hoe 
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institutioneel racisme hun eigen vermogens en die van hun gezinsleden om als 
mensen te functioneren beïnvloeden gezien kunnen worden als alternatieve vormen 
van kennis, die de traditionele conceptualiseringen van Kinder- en Gezinszorg in het 
maatschappelijk werk curriculum kunnen weerleggen 
 
Tenslotte bekijk ik hoe studenten en hun gezinsleden met deze vormen van racisme 
omgingen. De verslagen van de studenten laten zien dat ze er het hoofd aan boden 
door de onderlinge steun die ze elkaar als gezinsleden verleenden, door berusting in 
hun situatie, of door het ondernemen van gezamenlijke actie over zaken die hen 
raakten. Andere studenten lieten zien dat institutioneel racisme tot gevolg had dat 
hun gezinsleden hun woede  hadden verinnerlijkt en dat ze hun toevlucht hadden 
genomen tot alcoholgebruik en tot onderling geweld. Veel studenten hadden het over 
het veruitwendigen van boosheid die voornamelijk werd uitgedrukt als haat ten 
opzichte van blanken die zij verantwoordelijk hielden voor hun situatie en zagen als 
degenen die door het apartheidsregime geprivilegieerd waren. Tenslotte noemden de 
studenten ook verzoening en vergeving als antwoorden op institutioneel racisme.  
 
Net zoals in de interviews van Carol Stack (1990) met zwarte gezinnen uit het zuiden 
van de Verenigde Staten, laten de verslagen van de UWC studenten een scherp 
bewustzijn zien van de onrechtvaardigheden waaronder zij en hun gezinsleden 
hebben geleden door de uitsluiting van velerlei levensterreinen. Net zoals de 
respondenten van Stack getuigen de studenten van een zorgende oriëntatie 
tegenover hun gezinsleden en een diepe gevoeligheid voor hun behoeften. Verder 
laten ze over het algemeen geen individualistische houding zien maar leggen zij een 
diepgaande mate van verbondenheid en verantwoordelijkheid aan de dag ten 
opzichte van hun gezinsleden bij hun pogingen om het hoofd te bieden aan de 
schade die zij hebben opgelopen door het institutionele racisme van de apartheid. 
 
Veel overheidsbeleid en instellingen gaan ervan uit dat het de verantwoordelijkheid 
van vrouwen als veronderstelde verzorgsters thuis is om voor hun gezinsleden te 
zorgen. Scholen verwachten bijvoorbeeld betrokkenheid van vrouwen in termen van 
het wegbrengen en ophalen van kinderen, het begeleiden van huiswerk, en het 
beschikbaar zijn voor vrijwilligerstaken. Academische teksten hebben ook hier de 
norm van een blank middenklasse kerngezin aangenomen. De verslagen van de 
studenten lieten de discrepantie zien tussen deze beperkte visie op ‘het gezin’ en de 
wijze waarop zij hun eigen gezinspraktijken beleefden. In hoofdstuk 6 is het mijn 
doel om na te gaan wat er uit de studentenverslagen naar voren komt  over de 
invloed van gender en generatie op hun gezinspraktijken. De doelen van de drie 
theoretische kaders  waarop mijn onderzoek is gestoeld (de politieke benadering van 
de zorgethiek, de benadering van rechtvaardigheid als verdeling en als erkenning, en 
de menselijke capaciteiten benadering) leidden mij er ertoe om hierbij volgende 
vragen te stellen: welke gezinsleden waren in staat zorg te verlenen en wie kon zorg 
ontvangen; wie kon als gelijken deelnemen; wie was in staat om te bloeien en wie 
werd hiervan weerhouden vanwege markeringen van gender en generatie?   
 
Om deze vraag te kunnen beantwoorden, bekijk ik welke categorieën mensen welke 
verantwoordelijkheden kregen toegewezen voor werk binnen en buiten het 
huishouden, zowel op betaalde als op onbetaalde basis en hoe dit deze categorieën 
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mensen beïnvloedde. Ik onderzoek wie binnen het huishouden kookte en 
schoonmaakte, wie in het huishouden betrokken was bij het verzorgen van kinderen, 
zieken en afhankelijke oudere personen, en welke categorieën gezinsleden betaald 
werk hadden om materiële hulpbronnen te verwerven die nodig waren om de 
gezinsleden te verzorgen. De studentenverslagen lieten zien dat het voornamelijk 
vrouwen en meisjes waren (moeders, grootmoeders, tantes en zussen) die het 
praktische verzorgende werk deden, terwijl alle gezinsleden, vooral de ouders, maar 
ook de broers en zussen, bijdroegen aan de inspanningen om via betaald werk 
hulpbronnen te verschaffen aan gezinsleden.    
 
In hoofdstuk 6 onderzoek ik eveneens hoe gezinsleden erkend of miskend werden, 
afhankelijk van hun gender en hun generatiestatus. Gender en generatie blijken erg 
veel invloed te hebben op hoe studenten en gezinsleden wel of niet gewaardeerd 
werden, in hoe ze erkend of miskend werden. Senioriteit bracht volgens de 
studentenverslagen respect en gezag met zich mee. De differentiële subjectposities 
van schoondochters, moeders en betaalde werkers had ook betekenis in termen van 
erkenning of miskenning. De positie van mannen en kinderen als gezinsleden werd 
beïnvloed door hoe zij werden waargenomen en door de gezinspraktijken die uit 
deze percepties voortvloeiden. Wat naar voren kwam uit de studentenverslagen is 
dat participatoire gelijkheid, dat wil zeggen het optreden als gelijken of als ‘peers’ 
nauwelijks bereikt werd voor cultureel ondergewaardeerde categorieën zoals 
kinderen en vrouwen. 
 
Tenslotte kijk ik in dit hoofdstuk kort naar hoe gezinsmaaltijden een voorbeeld zijn 
van de verdeling van hulpbronnen binnen het huishouden op basis van gender- en 
generatiegebonden markeringen. Volgens de studentenverslagen werden kinderen 
en vrouwen vooral in Afrikaanse huishoudens gezien als degenen met de minste 
toegang tot privileges met betrekking tot voedselconsumptie. 
 
Gender en generatie kunnen dus als zeer invloedrijk gezien worden in termen van 
hoe volgens de studenten verantwoordelijkheden, erkenning en hulpbronnen aan 
henzelf en aan hun gezinsleden werden toegekend. Dit heeft op zijn beurt grote 
gevolgen voor de mogelijkheid van gezinsleden voor het geven en ontvangen van 
zorg, voor participatoire gelijkheid, en voor de mogelijkheid als mensen te bloeien. 
 
Deel 3 
In de conclusie van hoofdstuk 7 ga ik in op de lessen voor het curriculum die naar 
voren komen uit de toepassing van mijn analytisch kader op de studentenverslagen 
en laat ik de waarde zien die de onderworpen vormen van weten, die ik middels de 
opdracht over het ‘gezin-in-de-gemeenschap’, heb verzameld en samengebracht, 
hebben voor de inhoud en het leerproces van het maatschappelijk werk curriculum.  
 
Met betrekking tot veranderingen in curriculum inhoud stel ik op de eerste plaats voor 
dat de bruikbaarheid van functionalistische teksten in het maatschappelijk werk 
bediscussieerd moet worden in het licht van het gegeven dat de verhalen van 
studenten de functionalistische aannames over gezinsvormen en gezinsrelaties 
tegenspreken. Ik stel dat het begrip ‘gezinspraktijken’ zoals ontwikkeld door David 
Morgan (1996;1999) een  vruchtbaarder begrip is om gezinslevens te begrijpen. Op 
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de tweede plaats stel ik voor dat het idee van miskenning moet worden opgenomen 
in het curriculum over beoordeling, interventie en evaluatie in het maatschappelijk 
werk. Om de invloed van miskenning effectief te kunnen in overweging te kunnen 
nemen, zouden maatschappelijk werk studenten de door Val Plumwood (1993) 
geïdentificeerde mechanismen moeten bestuderen waardoor het tot ‘ander’ maken 
en inferiorisering tot stand komen, evenals Joan Tronto’s (1993) begrip van 
bevoorrechte onverantwoordelijkheid. Op de derde plaats stel ik voor dat de nadruk 
op misstanden in het maatschappelijk werk curriculum vervangen wordt door een 
nadruk op zorg verlenen, om het belang van zorg als centraal voor het menselijk 
bestaan zichtbaar te maken. Op de vierde plaats beveel ik de bruikbaarheid aan van 
de menselijke capaciteiten benadering om de vele vormen van uitsluiting te 
identificeren en te beoordelen waaraan gemarginaliseerde mensen blootgesteld 
worden, en op grond hiervan geschikte handelingspraktijken te ontwerpen. Op de 
vijfde plaats stel ik voor dat participerende onderzoeksmethoden in het curriculum 
moeten worden opgenomen, maar dat ze wel kritisch moeten worden bekeken in het 
licht van de percepties van mensen van hun positie van privilegering en benadeling. 
Tenslotte suggereer ik dat de implicaties van sociaal beleid voor het gezinsleven in 
Zuid-Afrika in het curriculum moeten worden behandeld.  
 
Ik stel ook voor dat studentenverhalen die laten zien hoe uitsluiting en privilege in de 
praktijk werken, vruchtbaar gebruikt kunnen worden om de  inhoud van het 
curriculum te verrijken. Het is belangrijk om in het curriculum zowel verhalen over 
kritische betrokkenheid bij miskenning op te nemen als verhalen over de 
verinnerlijking van houdingen, die voortvloeien uit miskenning. Hierdoor kunnen, 
naast voorbeelden van de negatieve invloed van miskenning op studenten en hun 
gezinsleden, voorbeelden worden behandeld van hoe miskenning met succes is 
bestreden. In het eerste geval kan bediscussieerd worden hoe cliënten geholpen 
kunnen worden om met deze gevolgen om te gaan. Verhalen van uitsluiting door 
institutioneel racisme kunnen studenten bewust maken van de politieke context van 
het soort sociale problemen waar ze waarschijnlijk in hun beroepspraktijken mee in 
aanraking zullen komen. Dit komt omdat de verslagen van de studenten voorbeelden 
laten zien van hoe menselijk bloeien op microniveau wordt beïnvloed door sociale 
structuren op macroniveau. De verhalen van studenten over verantwoordelijkheden 
geven hen een perspectief om te bevragen waarom bepaald werk historisch gezien 
geacht wordt tot het domein van bepaalde categorieën mensen te behoren. Ze 
kunnen worden gebruikt worden als tegenwicht tegen familistische noties van 
‘verzorgende moeders’ en ‘werkende vaders’. Het in het curriculum voeren van 
discussies over verantwoordelijkheden verschaft een mogelijkheid om de 
complexiteit van de gezinspraktijken in het huidige Zuid-Afrika te onderzoeken. 
 
Met betrekking tot pedagogie en leermethodes erkent de ‘gezin-in-de-gemeenschap’ 
opdracht dat  studenten zowel ‘leerders’ als medescheppers van kennis kunnen zijn. 
Deze opdracht biedt de gelegenheid voor een zelfreflexief onderzoek waarbij van 
studenten gevraagd wordt om kritisch om te gaan met teksten die privileges en 
achterstelling in hun eigen leven en ervaringen reproduceren. 
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