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Theme 1: A snapshot of South Africa 

Study Unit 1: Brief history of South Africa 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Identify and provide a brief synopsis of the stages of South African history 

 Connect South African history with the themes that are discussed in the other units of the 

study guide 

 Reflect on what the common ancestry of all human beings in Africa means for our 

understanding of race 

 

Key concepts: 

 Race 

 Evolution 

 Genetics 

 Segregation 

 Apartheid 

 

Introduction 

In this study guide, we introduce Sociology in the context of a discussion of South African issues. 

Because it is difficult to understand South Africa without some knowledge of its history, we devote 

the first part of this theme to a brief tour of some important aspects of South African history.  The 

first of these is the evolution of modern humans in East Africa. We discuss this because it provides 

important background knowledge to our understanding of race and racism. Up next is a very brief 

tour through the precolonial history of South Africa over the last few thousand years. Following this 

is a short discussion of colonialism and 20th century South African history, where the themes of 

capitalism and apartheid will receive some attention. Each of these themes can be a book by itself. 

Consequently, we will be extremely selective in how we discuss these issues and provide no more 

than a few simplified, but hopefully informative, snapshots.  

 

The evolution of human beings in Africa1 

                                                           
1 I want to thank Dr. Natalie Swanepoel from the Department of Anthropology and Archaeology at Unisa, who 

has provided detailed suggestions for improving this as well as the next section.    
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It is not easy to tell the story of human evolution. This is firstly because the idea of evolution has 

been much abused by various groups (we refer again to these abuses in study unit 4). For example, 

in the 1930s, German Nazis used the idea of evolution to argue that there are some master races 

that are superior and that Jews, Gypsies and black Africans are inherently inferior. This idea goes 

completely against current scientific understandings of human evolution for a number of reasons, 

some of which are too technical to go into here. As you will see below, the picture that emerges 

from fossils and genetics instead is one of a single human race with similar intellectual capacities and 

behavioural inclinations among population groups. The other reason for the difficulty in discussing 

human evolution is that it clashes with a literal interpretation of the idea that God (or Allah) created 

human beings. In this respect, we can tell you that there are many scholars in both the Christian and 

Islamic traditions that do not think that there is a necessary contradiction between evolution and 

Holy Scripture. All we can ask of you in this respect is to try and keep an open mind.  

A note on terminology 

The terms we use to describe people in South Africa are complicated because of the negative 

connotations many of these names acquired over the years. In this unit, we shall use the term 

“Bushmen” to refer to South Africa's hunter-gatherer population. The pastoralists to which they are 

related, we shall call KhoiKhoi. There has been a tendency in the recent past to refer to the Bushmen 

as San, and the combined group as Khoisan. However, recently there has been a movement back to 

the term “Bushmen” because the term “San” also carries negative connotations. The mixed farming 

population of South Africa, we shall refer to as black Africans, and the people who arrived here with 

colonialism, as whites. 

 

 

 

We also want to correct a few common misunderstandings before we start. The current scientific 

understanding of the origins of the human race is that humans and other primates (apes and 

monkeys) share a common ancestry, millions of years ago, somewhere in Africa. The theory does not 

suggest that human beings were previously baboons, as is sometimes believed. It also does not state 

that only Africans evolved in this way, but makes it very clear that human beings are a single species 

with little genetic variation, who all evolved in the same way.  

Our knowledge of human evolution is based, in part, upon discoveries of bones (skeletons and skulls) 

that have been preserved for thousands, sometimes millions of years. These are called fossils, and 

they have escaped decay mostly because small empty spaces in the bone became occupied by 

minerals from the ground water, after being buried by layers of soil. In total, about 6 000 fossils 

belonging to the human family tree have been discovered (see 

http://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils), the earliest of which date back to millions of 

years. Because they all share some human characteristics, they are called hominims. Geneticists who 

study biological inheritance of traits have also contributed to the understanding of human evolution. 

http://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils
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They have, among other things, tried to figure out how long ago the common human ancestor has 

lived, and their story is broadly similar to the one told by the fossils.  

All of the confirmed early human fossil finds have been in eastern and southern Africa, which tells us 

that human beings evolved here first and then moved out of Africa to colonise the rest of the world. 

Scientists have become very good at figuring out clues to how these beings lived, using bone 

structure among other things. For example, one of the earliest hominim fossils was discovered in 

Taung, near Kimberley, in 1924, by Prof Raymond Dart from Wits University. Based upon the hole in 

the skull where the spine fits, he worked out that it must have walked upright using its rear legs, 

unlike current higher primates such as chimpanzees and gorillas. A fossil related to the Taung child 

was discovered in Ethiopia in 1974. It was named Lucy and lived 3,2 million years ago. Scientists 

worked out that Lucy must have walked upright as well, based upon the anatomy of her feet. This 

suggested that she must fit somewhere on the human family tree. The structure of the teeth of the 

fossils, or the chemistry of their teeth enamel, tells stories of what they ate. The size and shape of 

the skulls tell us about brain capacity. A number of dating techniques allow us to say with a 

reasonable degree of accuracy how old these fossils are. Consequently, the amount of controversy 

about how old they are, has decreased. 

About 2,6 million years ago, hominims started using stone tools. Many of these have been found, 

sometimes close to the remains of their users, and this is another important clue to how early 

humans lived. Over time, tools became more sophisticated. The first of these hominims to have 

human-like proportions (size of arms and legs relative to torso) was called Homo Erectus, and it was 

the first of all the hominims to migrate out of Africa. It was also a relatively sophisticated tool user. 

After Homo Erectus, many other early human species migrated out of Africa, but all of them became 

extinct eventually. The first recognisably modern human fossils were discovered in East Africa, and 

date back to about 200 000 years ago (Jurmain et al. 2013).  

It does, however, not seem as if these humans had all the characteristics we associate with being 

human. It was only later that we began to see evidence of the use of symbols and complex stone 

tools. The earliest evidence of this comes from the Blombos Cave in Still Bay, South Africa, where we 

see engraved ochre pieces as well as shell beads from around 70 000 years ago (Wadley 2001). You 

can see this in the picture below (figure 1.1). The engravings on the ochre could only have been 

made by people who could manipulate symbols, and were definitely not made by later humans 

because that part of the cave was covered by sand not long after it was made. In addition, a large 

number of other human-made things were found in the cave, such as very sophisticated stone tools. 

If you want to know more, you can check out the Wikipedia entry for Blombos Cave.  

Genetic evidence indicates that there were bottlenecks in the human population, with most of the 

early human population dying. One of the most significant bottlenecks appeared around 70 000 

years ago, possibly due to a massive volcanic eruption that spewed gases into the atmosphere that 

blocked out sunshine (Ehret 2015). All human beings alive today descended from the small group of 

humans that survived these crises somewhere in Africa. From there, modern humans spread over 

the globe, supplanting all previous human species still alive at the time (such as the Neanderthals 

that were then living in Europe and Asia). Traces of Neanderthal DNA that are nowadays found in 
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the genes of Europeans and Asians suggest that there was also a very small amount of interbreeding 

between modern humans and some of the early human species. 

 

 

Figure 1.2: Engraved ochre piece: Blombos Cave 

Source: www.bradshawfoundation.com  

Activity 1 

In this activity, we want you to explore the website of the Maropeng - Cradle of Humankind visitor 

centre near Krugersdorp, Gauteng. For somebody who has not been there before, it is well worth a 

visit.  

Go to the following site: http://www.maropeng.co.za/content/page/maropeng_exhibition_guide  

Open the links that will allow you to answer the following questions: 

1)  Name three fossil sites and say what they are known for. 

2)  In three sentences, explain what DNA is, then explain what it tells us about human evolution. 

3)  Who and what is 'Little Foot' and why is he/she significant? (note: 'bipedalism' means to walk 

upright. It literally means two feet, rather than four.) 

 

 

Feedback 

We are not going to give you our answers here, because we are afraid that it may keep you from 

going to the site. 

 

You may now ask what the significance of all this is. Well, 70 000 years may sound long to you, but in 

terms of biological evolution, it is the blink of an eye. It represents only about 3 000 generations. 

Evolution is a slow process, and on this time scale, there has not been much time for significant 

differences to evolve within the human race. There was also considerable inbreeding between 

human populations over the ages, which reduced genetic differences. One of the differences 

between human populations was skin colour, where a lighter skin was more useful in rainy climates 

with little sunshine, as in Europe and East Asia, due to its ability to produce more vitamin D3 (see 

http://www.bradshawfoundation.com/
http://www.maropeng.co.za/content/page/maropeng_exhibition_guide
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https://www.eemec.med.ed.ac.uk/wiki/wikinode.asp?id=10692&wiki=983)2. A darker skin, on the 

other hand, was more useful in areas where there was lots of sunshine, because it protected against 

skin cancer. Disease patterns associated with particular regions also played a role, as in the slight 

statistical tendency to have genes protecting against malaria in areas where it was endemic, such as 

much of Africa and parts of southern Europe. Events such as the plague epidemics that killed one-

third of the European population at one stage during the Middle Ages would also have provided 

some genetic protection against the disease for later generations, as those who were more 

susceptible were more likely to have died, thus not producing any offspring. None of these 

differences between people are of much significance in biological terms, however. They merely 

indicate that some genetic variations have a slightly greater statistical probability to appear in some 

populations than in others.  

 

As a result, the notion of 'race' as a biological phenomenon indicating discrete racial groups is very 

problematic. Of the little genetic variation between people, by far the most occur within 'racial' 

groups rather than between them. African populations especially, are genetically very diverse as one 

would expect of the population from which we all derive (Campbell & Tishkoff 2008). This should be 

apparent to you if you consider the large variations in skin tone within (rather than between) the 

various “race” groups of South Africa. Differences that actually exist are of the nature of variations in 

frequency rather than complete presence or absence of particular genomic sequences.  

 

When we discuss “race” in Sociology, issues such as slight differences in susceptibility to particular 

diseases are, of course, not what we focus on. What is at issue are the beliefs that many people have 

about race, particularly the notion that genetic differences between populations are associated with 

differences in character or innate ability. This is what is known as the social meanings of race, 

something that we will return to later on in the guide. When people believe that it is in the nature of 

Whites, or Asians, or Blacks, to think and act in particular ways, they change “race” from a fairly 

inconsequential biological difference, to something that may have dramatic impacts on one's life 

chances. People may distrust those who belong to a different race. In that case, society will start to 

reflect those beliefs, and some 'racial' groups will be systematically disadvantaged while others will 

be advantaged. Despite the intensity with which some people may believe that such innate 

differences exist between races, there is no scientific basis for it (Orr 2014). If such differences were 

to be located anywhere, it will have to be in the genes. Genes stand here for the biological 

inheritance of the child, in which characteristics such as hair colour or facial features are passed on 

from parents and grandparents to children. However, we already know that the genetic differences 

between population groups are minimal.  

 

The limited role of genetics has become even clearer after the completion of the Human Genome 

Project in 2003, in which scientists have worked out the DNA sequences that act as the genetic 

                                                           
2 Things are a bit more complicated than this: lighter skins may not evolve in such climates if the population 

can get enough Vitamin D3 through their diet. Scientists have come to realise this when remains were 

discovered in Spain, of humans (dating to 4 800 years ago) that did not have the genes for lighter skin (but 

interestingly, had the genes for blue eyes).  This led to the hypothesis that light skins evolved in parts of 

Europe at a relatively late stage, possibly with the introduction of farming.    

https://www.eemec.med.ed.ac.uk/wiki/wikinode.asp?id=10692&wiki=983
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blueprint for the human organism. It was initially hoped that this exercise would help them connect 

particular genes to particular human characteristics, for example, a gene for baldness later in life, or 

a gene that may make people predisposed to alcoholism, and thus, hopefully finding a cure for these 

conditions. They now understand that the connections between genes and particular human 

characteristics are often quite complex and indirect, and that environmental factors have a role in 

deciding whether particular genetic sequences will encode particular proteins, and thus build 

particular human characteristics. This has put the battle between the nurture and nature arguments 

on a completely new footing.  

 

Scientists used to argue whether the social environment of a child (factors such as poverty, parental 

involvement and good schools – nurture) or the child's genetic inheritance from his/her ancestors 

(nature) is most important in determining how that child will turn out later in life. It has now 

emerged that nurture is right there in the centre of nature, because it plays a role in influencing how 

genetics will impact the child. Thus, the nurture argument has been strengthened immeasurably. As 

Orr (2014) remarks, if, due to these complexities, scientists struggle to come up with genetic 

explanations for why a disease such as type 2 diabetes develops, it is extremely unlikely that they 

will be able to make a connection between genetic differences and far more complex human traits 

such as intellectual ability. So, besides the fact that there is relatively little genetic variation between 

population groups, we also now know that genes are in general not that important in determining 

how we will turn out as adults.  

 

Activity 2 
Do you think the fact that all people are related to one another via common ancestors which came 
from Africa changes the way in which we view other groups?  Give reasons for your answer. 
 
                                                       _________________________________________________________ 
 
Does it change our view of Africa and Africans in any way? Give reasons for your answer. 
 
                                            ______________________________________________________________ 
 
In your experience, has anybody ever made assumptions about you, based on the race group (or 
groups) to which you belong? How did this make you feel?  
 
          
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Do you think we, as a society, will ever escape from racist beliefs about other people?  What role, if 
any, can scientific understandings of race, as explained above, play in reducing racism, according to 
you? 
 
 

 

 

 

Feedback 
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There are no wrong or right answers here, since we wanted you to give your own opinion. What 

we are looking for, is to determine whether you can give relevant arguments to justify your 

answer. 

The precolonial history of South Africa 

Early humans lived in Southern Africa for a long time until they were replaced by modern humans. 

The earliest surviving indications in South Africa, of a culture that is similar to that of the hunter-

gatherers, the Bushmen, date back to about 20 000 years ago. Evidence suggests that the KhoiKhoi, 

who are related to the Bushmen, acquired sheep more than 2 000 years ago (and cattle possibly 

later), and moved south from an area in Northern Botswana (Ross 1999:7). Black African farmers 

crossed the Limpopo from the north from about 300 to 500AD (Mostert 1992: 67; Ross 1999:7; 

Thompson 2014: 12). Unlike their predecessors, they could do metal working, that is, they could 

mine and smelt iron, copper and gold. This provided them with metal tools to cultivate the land and 

weapons to defend themselves. Gold and copper were used as luxury items. Another innovation 

they brought with them was pottery. Except for areas where it was too dry (parts of Botswana and 

Namibia), they also engaged in farming.  

Our knowledge of what happened so long ago is mostly the result of studies of remains of early 

settlements by archaeologists. Dating technology allows us to determine how long ago people lived 

there, and analysis of dung in kraals, burial practices and the layout of the kraal provide clues as to 

the lifestyle and beliefs of people. Even pottery shards are closely studied to see if there are 

consistent decorations on them, indicating cultural continuity or discontinuity over the centuries.  

One of the controversies among archaeologists is how to interpret changes that seem to have 

occurred around a thousand years ago (Badenhorst 2009; Huffman 2010). The question then arises if 

characteristics (the so-called Central Cattle Pattern) that have been used to interpret the period 

after 1 000AD (the late Iron Age) can also be applied to the so-called Middle and Early Iron Ages.  

Fortunately, as sociologists we can leave this controversy to archaeologists. What we do know is that 

after 1 000AD (and probably before), black Africans lived in patrilineal and patrilocal societies. This 

means that descent was traced through the male line, and that a woman went to live with her 

husband's family when she got married. Cattle were exchanged between families as part of the 

marriage. Besides gender, age was an important distinguishing factor in these societies. Younger 

men were dependent on older men to marry, as they had to negotiate and pay the bridewealth. The 

new wife had special duties towards her mother-in-law, as well as the senior wife in polygamous 

marriages. Initiation played an important role in inducting young people into their social roles within 

the broader society (Huffman 2007).   

Settlement patterns differed between Nguni-speaking and Sotho-Tswana speaking populations. The 

former had a more dispersed settlement pattern and the latter built big settlements that were 

occupied, at least over the winter months (dispersion occurred during summer so that people could 

cultivate their fields - Ross 1999: 16). Rulers were chiefs, and sometimes when various chiefdoms 

congregated to form centralised states, kings. Chiefs and kings had great wealth in terms of their 

cattle holdings, although there were redistributive mechanisms that catered for the less wealthy. 

The first kingdom in South Africa arose between 1 000 and 1 300AD around the hilltop site of 

Mapungubwe in the Limpopo river valley (see sahistory.org.za/article/mapungubwe). Its position 
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along trading routes to the Mozambique coast towards the Arab harbour of Sofala allowed it to 

control the African side of the trade of ivory and gold towards the East. This was indicated by the 

presence of remains of Chinese porcelain at the site, as well as many gold artefacts made by African 

craftsmen. The kingdom came to an end after 1300AD, possibly because climate change led to 

reduced rainfall.  

The archaeological evidence supports the conclusion that there was variable interaction between 

different groups on the southern African landscape. Black Africans were restricted to higher rainfall 

areas with summer rainfall that suited their crops such as sorghum and millet. There they interacted 

with the Bushmen. Evidence of interaction can be seen in the clicks that are nowadays found in 

Nguni languages, which derive from the languages of the Bushmen, as well as the contribution they 

made to the genetic inheritance of the black African population. The KhoiKhoi interacted with the 

hunter-gatherers in the winter rainfall areas of the Western and Southern Cape, the Karoo as well as 

around the Orange River valley. The first contact between black Africans and white people occurred 

after Vasco Da Gama opened up the shipping route round the Cape towards the East in 1497-1499.. 

It was, initially, mostly as a result of shipwrecks, of which there were more than 2 500 over the ages 

until today. The Eastern seaboard of South Africa was very dangerous for ships due to a combination 

of topography and climate. Survivors of shipwrecks often became assimilated to the local African 

population, thus adding to the genetic inheritance of the Nguni-speaking population (Thompson 

2014: 25).  

 

Activity 3 

The fact that South Africa had a history before white settlement was not always recognised officially. 

An important part of apartheid ideology was that black Africans crossed the Limpopo river at the 

same time as when whites landed at the Cape. Given that the basic information about Mapungubwe 

was already known during the 1940s, this could clearly not have been true. Yet this information was 

not part of the official curriculum in schools, for example. This is an example of the abuse of history 

in order to justify white domination. This leads to the following question: Do you think there are 

examples where history is also abused today to justify particular ideologies? Give reasons for your 

answer. 

 
                                            ______________________________________________________________ 
 
                                            ______________________________________________________________ 
 
                                            ______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Feedback 
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There are no wrong or right answers here, since we wanted you to give your own opinion. What 

we are looking for, is to determine whether you can give relevant arguments to justify your 

answer. 

Colonialism 

As we said before, this will be a very brief tour to give some background to the discussion of the 

current South African situation in the rest of the guide. It is impossible to understand current 

challenges in South Africa without some grasp of the main points of South African history. If you are 

already well-acquainted with South African history, you can skim through this very quickly (we do 

not want to bore you). You will also find that we touch on some of the historical issues again in later 

study units (particularly unit 4 where we discuss the race/class debate in South Africa).  

The colonial period in South Africa began in April 1652 when the Dutch East India Company (VOC) 

started a refreshment station at the Cape. The sea voyage between Holland and the East took 

months, and scurvy due to a shortage of Vitamin C, was a common disease among sailors. An 

indication of this was that only 54 of the 170 sailors who accompanied Vasco Da Gama on his voyage 

returned safely to Portugal, with almost all of those deaths due to scurvy (Szalay 2016). Among other 

things, the Cape's function was to supply fresh produce to combat this disease.  

The colony soon encountered a labour supply problem and slaves were imported from different 

parts of Africa and Asia to deal with this. Despite its status as a private company, the VOC had 

dictatorial powers over both the white colonists and slaves. Extremely violent punishments by the 

VOC officials against the colonists and the slaves, and by colonists against slaves, were common 

(Mostert 1992: 136). Wars between the colony and the KhoiKhoi over land and cattle happened 

often. This, coupled with smallpox epidemics to which the KhoiKhoi and the Bushmen had little 

natural resistance, caused the latter two populations to start disintegrating in the 18th century. They 

began to make a living as labourers on white farms, often after being captured by the colonists as 

children. Except for the Western Cape where there was settled agriculture on wine and wheat farms, 

most of the white population made a living moving around in search of grazing for their cattle and 

hunting elephants for ivory. They became known as trekboers. As Mostert remarks, in many 

respects, their lifestyles were indistinguishable from that of the Khoi population.  

As a private company with a profit orientation, the VOC was not prepared to invest anything in the 

infrastructure of the Cape Colony beyond what was necessary for its function as a refreshment 

station. It was the new British colonial administration (the British finally acquiring the Cape in 1806) 

that upgraded harbours and built mountain passes to connect the Cape to the hinterland. With the 

importation of merino sheep, South Africa developed a wool industry, which became a major export 

industry and stimulated economic growth in the colony.  

As a result of pressure by the anti-slavery movement in Britain and local missionaries, slavery in all 

British colonies, the Cape included, became illegal in 1834. After slaves were emancipated, conflict 

developed between the white farmers, missionaries and the colonial government about the shape of 

labour regulation. Eventually strict controls were instituted on farm labourers in the form of 

regulations such as the Masters and Servant Act of 1841, which limited their rights and served as a 

template for later racist legislation such as the pass laws of the 20th century.  
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Like the VOC before them, the British became embroiled in a series of frontier wars with the Xhosa 

on the eastern frontier of the Cape. This lasted until the 1870s, and culminated in the eventual 

defeat of the Xhosa, and land losses to the colonists. Although often badly led, the British forces had 

the advantage of rifles and modern supply lines, and prevailed over the long term, despite some 

short-term military disasters. Further north, a complex process of political consolidation occurred 

after about 1790 (Ross 1999: 27). Individual chiefdoms were incorporated into larger kingdoms. 

Through skilful political manoeuvring, and a series of military innovations, Shaka changed the Zulu 

from a small subordinate chiefdom to a large kingdom during the first two decades of the 19th 

century. This set in motion a series of population dislocations as other groups fled from the Zulu 

armies, and started conducting raids into the Highveld. This was exacerbated by raiding from groups 

such as the Griqua, who originated from the Cape Colony, and slave traders from Delagoa Bay 

(present day Maputo). As a result, the population of the Highveld was scattered in many directions. 

Out of this dislocation, new kingdoms arose on the edge of the Highveld in mountainous areas that 

offered some protection against raids. One such king was Moshoeshoe, who created the Basotho 

nation out of refugees coming from the Caledon river valley and beyond (Thompson 2014: 86).    

From the 1830s onwards, Boer emigrants arrived in the Highveld from the Eastern Cape. They had 

rifles and horses that provided mobility, as well as defensive techniques in the form of the laager, 

which consisted of a circular array of ox wagons. These technologies allowed them to ultimately 

defeat the Ndbele and the Zulu, despite some setbacks along the way. Over time, they founded the 

independent republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal (ZAR). They also managed to 

subjugate all the independent chiefdoms within their areas (with the exception of the three British 

protectorates that eventually became Lesotho, Swaziland and Botswana).  

With the discovery of diamonds in 1867 and gold in 1886, South Africa started out on a dramatic 

journey of transformation. New cities arose rapidly in previously undeveloped areas, and railways 

were built to link them to harbours. This created new markets, and boosted agriculture and industry. 

It also created a huge demand for cheap labour.  This demand was supplied by young black men, 

initially working on short-term contracts of a few months in the agricultural off-season, often looking 

for money to buy cattle for bridewealth (Harries 1983). Over time, as conditions worsened in their 

areas of origin, they became increasingly dependent on wage income, and the migrant labour 

system became institutionalised in South Africa. This had major implications for South Africa, 

affecting black family life, among other things, as we shall see below. Because mine owners wanted 

to prevent diamond thefts, black labourers were housed in compounds in which they had no privacy. 

Initially mine owners wanted to also house white workers in compounds, but this was not possible 

due to the political power of white workers. This, racially-based, dual system eventually came to 

define labour relations in South Africa (Ross 1999).  

The 20th century 

British designs on the gold mines of the Transvaal eventually led to the Anglo-Boer South African 

War of 1899-1902. Despite some initial successes, the Boers ultimately lost the war and their 

independence. The four South African colonies were eventually incorporated into a unitary state as 

four provinces of the Union of South Africa. The constitution that was accepted after a process of 

negotiation at a constitutional convention stated that each province could maintain its own voting 
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rights laws. In the Cape, all men could vote, provided that they satisfied certain wealth and 

educational criteria. This was still the case in 1909, despite action by Cecil John Rhodes, governor of 

the Cape Province in the 1890s, to reduce the number of black voters (Thompson 2014: 159). The 

right of black people to vote was not recognised by the other provinces (except, to a minimal extent, 

for Natal).. This was a disappointment to black leaders, some of whom had travelled to London to 

present their case for an extension of voting rights for all races. They were unsuccessful, and this  

was one of the reasons for the formation of the South African Native National Congress in 1912, the 

forerunner of the African National Congress (ANC).  

 

Activity 4:  

Do you think South Africa's history could have been different if the Cape liberal tradition of a non-

racial franchise was extended to the rest of the country at Union? If “yes”, how would it have made 

a difference? If “no”, why do you think so? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Feedback 

There are no right or wrong answers here. What we are looking for, is to determine whether you 

can give relevant arguments to justify your answer. 

Despite their subjugation, black peasants in many areas could respond to the new demand by 

intensifying agricultural production and selling products such as maize into the new markets (Bundy 

1979)3. This took place both in the areas where black Africans still retained control over land (initially 

called “reserves” and later “homelands”) and in areas where white farmers were the landowners. 

White farmers were in many cases dependent on black peasants who lived on their land. There were 

various sharecropping and labour tenancy arrangements in place, by which peasants either shared 

the harvest with the white farmer, or provided labour in return for being given land to graze cattle 

and plant crops. Some land companies rented out land to black peasants. 

 The 1913 and 1936 Land Acts tried to put an end to labour tenancy and sharecropping. Although the 

1913 Act had an impact in some parts of the country, especially the Free State, as described by Sol 

Plaatje (1916/1982), with many black peasants evicted, it was also widely ignored (Keegan 

1986:119). Over time however, the intention of the Acts to reduce independent black peasants to 

landless labourers was realised. As tractors were introduced, especially from the 1940s, the need of 

white farmers for peasants who could inspan oxen to plough was reduced. This transformation 

involved much destruction of black wealth, as they were forced to liquidate cattle holdings that 

                                                           
3 There is dispute about how generalised this response was, however (see Lewis 1984). Not all areas were able 

to use the increased demand to increase agricultural production. 
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could previously graze on the farmers' land. Many of the black peasants moved to the reserve areas, 

but these did not have enough space to accommodate their farming activities. Increasingly, the only 

way in which people could make a living was for the men to leave their families behind in the 

reserves and become migrant labourers.  

This situation was very much to the satisfaction of the mine owners. As long as black peasants could 

make a living as farmers, they preferred that to working on the mines (except for short-term 

contracts to satisfy particular needs, such as money for bridewealth). White employers generally 

experienced a labour shortage for most of the 20th century (it only ended with the recession of the 

1970s), but this situation was worse for the mines because pay was low and conditions underground 

very dangerous (Greenberg 1980: 152). In order to deal with this state of affairs, the Chamber of 

Mines organised the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA) with the brief to recruit black 

labourers from all over Southern Africa (but especially Mozambique and Lesotho). Because of this 

centralised recruitment, they managed to forestall competition among themselves, with the result 

that black wages on the gold mines stayed the same in real terms for most of the 20th century until 

the 1970s (Natrass 1981: 139). Access of mine owners and white farmers to black labour was also 

regulated by the pass laws, which generally meant that black Africans had to get permission to move 

to urban areas. 

Because white men could vote (white women only got the vote in 1930), they could get the state to 

look after their interests. Some of the white workers were skilled, but most of them were unskilled 

and poor. Drought conditions, rinderpest epidemics and the destruction caused by the farm 

burnings by the British troops during the Anglo-Boer war produced a large number of poor whites 

who moved to the urban areas during the early part of the century. Considerable state support was 

extended to them in the form of reserved labour opportunities for whites in the railways and in 

parastatals such as ISCOR, especially during the period of the Pact government under General 

Hertzog, from 1924 to 1934. Unions for white workers were included in the industrial labour 

machinery of South Africa, but unions that catered to black workers were not.  

After South Africa had entered World War II on the side of the Allies in 1939, the country 

experienced a boom period generally, and in its industrial manufacturing specifically. Capacity was 

expanded to replace imports that were no longer arriving from Europe, and to manufacture military 

supplies. This caused a dramatic increase in black urbanisation, to such an extent that the 

government even stopped enforcing the pass laws for a brief period. This industrial transformation 

and increased black urbanisation continued in the post war period. It was under these conditions 

that the National Party was elected in 1948 with a commitment to implement its apartheid policies.  

Apartheid firstly implied a commitment to stop racial mixing as indicated by Acts such as the Mixed 

Marriages Act and the Separate Amenities Act (which stated that separate public facilities could 

indeed be unequal – a decision that was necessary to override a court decision that separate 

facilities may not be unequal). The second component was to change the structure of black 

education. Up to that time, missionaries were mostly responsible for the education of black Africans, 

and the apartheid government did not like the liberal emphasis on eventual integration in a common 

South Africa as was propagated by the missionaries. The government subsequently took over the 

responsibility for black African education from missionaries, and introduced a new curriculum that 
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was to emphasise ethnic differences. This became known as Bantu Education. Schools for black 

Africans were, in future, to be built, preferably in the ethnic homelands so that black Africans could 

identify with their ethnic groups rather than as South Africans. This was part of the general aim of 

apartheid; to create ethnic divisions among black Africans, as well as between them and Coloureds 

and Asians.  

The black reserves were expanded and consolidated to create ethnic homelands. Puppet rulers were 

installed there in an attempt to reduce political mobilisation against apartheid. The government also 

created separate residential areas in terms of the Group Areas Act, in the process removing 

populations from mixed areas and eradicating slums that it thought could become sites of resistance 

to its policies. In order to give effect to these separation policies, it removed large numbers of 

people from one place to another, and thus created social disorganisation as previous community 

bonds were broken. The government also removed Africans and Coloureds from the common voting 

role in a series of constitutional moves of doubtful legality.  

In all these activities, the government was not unchallenged. The ANC and the Congress Alliance that 

was centred around it made a number of attempts to resist. However, these became ineffective 

after the ANC, PAC and SACP were banned in the 1950s and 1960s. It was only during the early 

1970s, when a series of strikes in Natal led to the rise of a powerful trade union movement and after 

the Soweto revolt of 1976 by school pupils against Afrikaans as a medium of instruction, that 

resistance started anew. This resistance increased during the 1980s, and after some changes in the 

National Party leadership, the government started reforming apartheid. The biggest change in this 

regard was the scrapping of the pass laws in 1986. These reforms did not end resistance, and during 

the late 1980s, attempts at reform alternated with states of emergency during which the 

government clamped down on resistance. This continued until 2 February 1990, when the liberation 

organisations were unbanned and negotiations for the transition started.  

Conclusion 

A number of themes emerged in this study unit and will be developed in the rest of the guide. The 

discussion of the rise of human beings in Africa has brought the issue of race to the fore. As you will 

see, and probably already know, presumed racial differences can have a dramatic impact on the life 

chances of people, despite race being relatively unimportant biologically. Our discussion will provide 

more information on the causes and implications of race as a social phenomenon. Besides race, we 

also look at class and gender (and to a lesser extent, age) in this guide, as sources of inequality. This 

unit hopefully provided a brief background on how some of these issues became important in South 

Africa. The country became a fully capitalist society only after the mineral discoveries of the late 19th 

century, and this had implications for both class and gender. It also impacted family life, as we saw in 

the changes that occurred  as a result of capitalist labour demands and the rise of the migrant labour 

system. Finally, we made brief references to the Bantu Education system, which will be picked up 

again in our discussion of education as an institution.  

 

Self-assessment questions 
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1. ‘The story of human evolution tells us there is only one human race’. Discuss this statement. 

2. What have we learnt from the Human Genome Project? 

3. ‘During the precolonial period in South Africa, numerous groups interacted with one another’. 

Discuss this statement. 

4. Select the three most important events in South Africa’s colonial history, say why you think they 

were the most significant, and then write brief summaries of them.  

5. Why do you think race became such an important factor in South African history? Write a brief 

essay in which you answer this question.  
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Theme 1: A snapshot of South Africa  

Study Unit 2: Some demographic and socioeconomic indicators 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Interpret an age pyramid 

 Read a table 

 Assess evidence regarding changes in the age distribution of the South African population 

 Summarise evidence regarding changes in unemployment and levels of education in South 

Africa 

 Use concepts such as fertility and mortality 

 

Key concepts: 

 Fertility 

 Mortality 

 Population pyramid 

 Age cohort 

 Unemployment 

 

Introduction 

One of the main concerns of sociology as a discipline is the issue of poverty and inequality. This 

aspect is therefore also important to a sociological understanding of South Africa. This is especially 

true in the case of South Africa, given that it is a very unequal country, with large gaps between rich 

and poor. In pursuing these topics, one also needs to have some knowledge of demography, which is 

the study of population processes. Demography is closely related to sociology, and it deals with 

things such as how many people there are in a country, how fast the population is growing, whether 

they are young or old, how many people are dying from disease or old age, and so on. We will 

therefore, in this study unit, focus on information regarding population processes such as fertility 

and mortality, as well as poverty and inequality as they relate to South Africa. In the process, you will 

need certain skills such as the ability to read a table. Hopefully most of you will not find this difficult, 

but for those who struggle with this, we provide some guidance on how to read a table and an age 

pyramid.  

The 2011 census 

The official body collecting information about the South African population is called Statistics South 

Africa (Stats SA). In addition, there are a large number of research institutes and international bodies 

such as the United Nations that do research on the South African population. The major research 

instrument used by Stats SA is the national census. In South Africa, there is a census of the 

population every ten years. They are supposed to count everybody, so if you live in South Africa you 



  SOC1502/501   

18 

 

may remember the last one, which was in 2011. In a census, the intention is to count and acquire 

information about every person resident in the country on a particular day.  

As you can imagine, this is an enormous undertaking.  It takes years to plan and manage (for 

example, tens of thousands of field workers have to be appointed and trained) and then to process 

the data. Censuses are particularly challenging in a developing country context because the 

population is very unstable, resources are limited and institutions are weak. In South Africa, 

although the population is no longer growing as rapidly as in the past due to declining fertility and 

increased mortality from the HIV and AIDS epidemic, it is still growing rapidly compared to 

developed countries. We receive large numbers of immigrants, especially from the rest of the 

subcontinent, and there is much movement of the population within the country, particularly to the 

wealthy areas of Gauteng and the Western Cape. Some of these movements are of a short-term 

nature , with children being moved around the extended family due to some crises or another, or 

commuters going home over the weekend. In addition, some people seem to have an interest in not 

being tracked by the authorities, for example, because they are undocumented migrants. It is 

consequently difficult to keep track of people in this country. Another reason why people may not 

be counted is because they live in security estates that are difficult to access. People may also not be 

truthful in answering questions about things such as their income.  

Because of all of these reasons, as well as capacity issues in Stats SA, it was thus the case that the 

2011 census ended up missing a large number of people in its count, like the censuses before it. This 

became clear in the so-called post-enumeration survey, when fieldworkers went back to particular 

areas to see if some people were left out of the census. Demographers are also able to estimate the 

number of missing people when they study the characteristics of the data collected. Data were 

captured for only 44.2-million people, but ultimately demographers estimated that the actual 

population of the country must have been 51.8-million in 2011 (De Wet 2012). The difference 

between the estimated number of people and the actual number of people who were counted is 

called the undercount. 

Some concepts in demography 

Before we can begin, we need to explain a number of concepts that you may find difficult.  

Fertility: The average number of children born to each woman in a population. It concerns only live 

births and it is calculated only for those women who are in their fertile years (15-49 years old). There 

are a number of measurements of fertility, the most common of which is the total fertility rate (TFR). 

This is the average number of children that each woman in a population will have if current birth 

rates stay the same. It thus takes current birth rates and project these over the average woman's 

entire fertile life span. Because birth trends change all the time (mostly tending towards fewer births 

as a population develops), an average woman may in practice have fewer children over her entire 

fertile lifespan than the TFR suggests. If this happens, the TFR will continue failing to account for this 

reality. Fertility rates are produced by social and cultural factors such as community ideas about the 

ideal number of children (fertility norms), female empowerment, access to reproductive health 

services, the economic value of children (are they perhaps necessary to work on the fields?) and so 

on.  
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Mortality: An indication of the average number of deaths in a population. It is typically calculated for 

a particular age group. Two age groups are at a particular risk when it comes to dying: the elderly 

and the very young. When living conditions are bad, one typically sees a high infant mortality rate, 

which refers to the average number of children below one year of age which die in a year. It is 

expressed as a number out of 1 000 live births. So, if the infant mortality rate is 42, it means that for 

every 1 000 live births, an average of 42 will die in their first year. Another indicator of mortality 

rates is life expectancy at birth. This indicator takes current death rates and projects it into the 

future. In this respect, it is similar to the TFR. In the case of life expectancy at birth, we ask how long 

the average person will live if current death rates stay the same.  

Migration: A permanent change of residence of a person (or household). Demographers typically 

only become aware of it when a person moves over an administrative boundary, for example, if 

somebody moves from one province or magisterial district to another. Movement across such a 

boundary has thus become part of the definition of migration. To account for the fact that not all 

moves are permanent, demographers typically distinguish between permanent migration and other 

forms of more temporary mobility. An example of the latter is a commuter marriage, where the wife 

and children live in Hermanus, for example, and the husband flies to Johannesburg every week and 

returns home for weekends. Another example is South Africa's system of migrant labour, as can be 

seen in the case of a mineworker who leaves his family in the Eastern Cape to work on the mines in 

Welkom, Free State and then returns home every month end to visit them. It is also common to 

distinguish between internal and international migration. The former refers to moves within a 

country (from Eastern Cape to Cape Town, for example) and the latter to movement across 

international boundaries (from DRC to South Africa, for example).  

 

Puzzles arising from the 2011 census: age distribution of young children 

The extent of the undercount indicates there were quality issues in the 2011 census. When the 

census results were announced in 2012, there were a number of puzzling features, and debate 

ensued about whether these features reflected errors in the census or whether they were actually 

present in the population of South Africa (De Wet 2012; Berkowitz 2013). The biggest puzzle 

concerned the seemingly very large number of children aged between 0 and 4 years old, and the 

relatively small number of children between 5 and 9 years of age.  In order to understand that, you 

need to understand what is meant by the age pyramid. 

In figure 2.1 to 2.3 below, we provide three population (or age) pyramids of the South African 

population, as reported in the Census 2011 report (Stats SA 2012: 23). The first two reflect the 1996 

and 2001 censuses, all conducted by Stats South Africa. The last one reflects the results of the 2011 

census, and is the one we will focus on most. From a population pyramid one can, at a glance, gather 

a lot of information about the population. Being able to interpret it is therefore essential.  
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Figure 2.1: Population pyramid, Census 1996 

 

Figure 2.2: Population pyramid, Census 2001 
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Figure 2.3: Population pyramid, Census 2011 

 

It is called a pyramid because its base is, like the real pyramids of Egypt, bigger than the top. Not all 

population pyramids have that shape, but this is not something to worry about now. It consists of a 

series of horizontal bars stacked on top of one another. The ones at the bottom are mostly longer 

than the ones at the top, which is why it has a generally pyramidal shape. The bars represent 

numbers of people, and the longer the bar is, the more people it represents. In the centre of the 

pyramid is a vertical line (i.e. from bottom to the top). On the left-hand side of that line, you find 

information on females, and on the right-hand side, males. Each bar represents the number of 

people within a particular age group. The bottom one is for people between the age of 0 and 4, the 

next one is for those aged 5 to 9, and so on. The population pyramid is therefore a way to represent 

the age and sex distribution of the population.  

 

If the population is growing rapidly through fertility, that is, new babies being born, one will find that 

the bottom bars will be longer than the top bars. The top bars are shorter because at older ages, 

people start dying resulting in the older population being smaller. Another reason why the top bars 

may be shorter than the bottom ones is that in a rapidly growing population, people have more than 

two children, which means that the new generations are bigger than the ones that went before 

them. Thus the bottom bars are longer. If fertility declines and people start having fewer children, 

the new generations will, over time, become smaller than the ones preceding them. In that case, the 

population pyramid will no longer have a pyramid shape, but a bulge in the middle (young adult) 

years.  
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Hopefully you now understand how a population pyramid works, and we can return to the puzzles 

that we referred to above. In the activity below, we give you an opportunity to see for yourself if 

there is anything unusual about the Census 2011 results.  

Activity 1 

This is an exercise in interpreting population pyramids. 

Compare the top two population pyramids given in the figure above (1996 and 2001) with the last 

one (2011). Give two ways in which the last one is different from the other two. 

 

  

 

Feedback 

Perhaps you correctly noticed these differences: 

1) the bottom one has a more irregular shape; and 

2) it has a bigger base compared to the top two. This shows that it measured a bigger part of the 

population as being between 0 and 4 years of age.  

We will start with observation (2), which is the first, and major, puzzle arising from Census 2011. If 

the census was correct, it means that the population aged between 0 and 4 years were significantly 

bigger than those between 5 to 9, and 10 to 14 years. You can confirm this by observing that the 

horizontal bar at the bottom is significantly longer than the two just to the top. In absolute numbers, 

there is a massive difference of more than 800 000 children between the 0-4 and 5-9 age groups: 5 

685 452 versus 4 819 751 (Stats SA 2017: 19). This is a curious finding, because fertility has been 

declining for some time now in South Africa. An indication of this is that the TFR had declined from 

3,23 children per woman in 1996 to 2,84 children per woman in 2001 (Stats SA 2015b). In the 2001 

census, there was already a decline in the size of the 0-4 and 5-9 years age groups (Stats SA 

2015b:13), which was understood as being the result of declining fertility4 (Stats SA 2015b:11). Once 

fertility has declined, it takes an unusual set of circumstances for it to rise again, and then this rise is 

only for the short term. An example of this was the baby boom of the post-war period in the 

Western world, when many women became pregnant following the return of soldiers from World 

War II. This was understandable because many couples delayed marriage and childbirth during the 

war years. As you can see below, however, it is hard to think of a set of circumstances that would 

cause fertility to increase in the few years before the 2011 census in South Africa.  

 

                                                           
4 It may also reflect a tendency common all over the world for infants younger than one year old not to be 

counted.  
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Activity 2 

Find out (if you do not already know) how many children your two grandmothers had compared to 

your mother. Also count those who have died since. Compare this with how many children you have 

if you are a mother or father (alternatively compare this with how many, if any, children you would 

like to have).  

 

 

Feedback 

Here we wanted you to apply knowledge to your own situation.  

 If your family is like most families, your mother had fewer children than your two grandmothers, 

and perhaps your mother had more children than you have, or are likely to have.  This is an 

indication of declining fertility over time.  

The first response to this odd finding is to consider if there are perhaps other data that confirm this 

trend. One possibility is to look at birth registrations. Late registrations of births used to be a major 

problem in South Africa, but there has been some improvement over the last 20 years in this respect 

(Stats SA 2015b: 2). From about 2014, close to 90% of birth registrations took place within one year 

of the birth occurring (Stats SA 2016c:2). Despite this improving trend, there are still some 

worrisome fluctuations in the birth registration data that reduce one's level of confidence in it. For 

example, by the end of 2012, 2012 birth registrations were counted at 1073 886. A year later, at the 

end of 2013, 1 014 198 births were recorded for 2012 (Stats SA 2015b:11). This means that almost 

60 000 of the recorded births for 2012 had disappeared a year later. As you can imagine, this is 

impossible. Registered births for a particular year should increase over time as late registrations take 

place, and can only decrease if they were miscounted to begin with.  

Nevertheless, the number of registered births increased from 2003 and reached a maximum in 2008, 

and declined thereafter (Stats SA 2015b:11; Stats SA 2016c:16). There are two problems however 

with this as confirmation of the age pyramid of the 2011 census (you may find the argument 

complicated, so read it again if you do not understand at first). The first is that the period in which 

registered births increased covers both the 5-9 and the 0-4 years age categories. In other words, if 

births started increasing in 2003, these children would be 8 years old by 2011, and thus fall in the 5-9 

years categories. The same applies to children born in 2004, 2005 and 2006: they would all fall in the 

5-9 years old category in 2011. Their number should therefore also be higher. Children born in 2007 

and 2008 would form part of the 0-4-year cohort in 2011. This is consistent with more children 

between the ages of 0 and 4 in 2011. However, after 2008, registered births started declining, with 

fewer births in 2009, 2010 and 2011, which reduced the number of 0-4 year olds in 2011. Registered 

birth data is thus inconsistent with the relatively small number of 5-9 year olds measured by the 

census. The decline in births after 2008 is also not accounted for in the high number of 0-4 year olds. 

The second problem is that, even if all the increased births were concentrated in the 0-4 year age 

groups, this would explain at most half of the increased population amongst that age group. 

Registered births increased, but not at the rate that the census said births increased. You get all of 
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this? Good, because this is in essence the same objection we will make to the following piece of 

evidence.   

Another indicator that can be used to verify Census 2011 age data is school enrolments. Here we see 

a trend of increasing registrations for Grade 2 from 2010 to 2013, which is what one would expect if 

the number of births had increased from 2003 to 2006 as indicated in the previous paragraph 

(Gustafsson 2016). However, like registered births, the increase in school enrolments does not 

provide confirmation of the very high increase in the 0-4 age cohort as indicated in the census, and 

the small number of 5-9 year olds. Grade 2s were 8 years old in 2010, and 9 years old in 2011 when 

the census took place, thus making them part of the 5-9 years old category in 2011. Grade 2s of 

2011, 2012, and 2013 would also fall in the 5-9 years old category in 2011. Therefore, if the number 

of Grade 2s increased between 2010 and 2013, this reflects an increasing cohort of 5-9-year-old 

children. This is inconsistent with Census 2011, with its indication of a smaller 5-9 years old cohort. 

(Cohort: This is a word used to describe a group of people of more or less the same age.) 

 

In the absence of confirmation of the Census 2011 age distribution for young children, you may ask if 

there is nevertheless any process that can explain why this trend may have resulted, thus making it 

more reasonable. Stats SA (2015b) refers to the impact of HIV and AIDS as a possible explanation for 

the small 5-9 years old cohort. The infant mortality rate in South Africa increased from 26 babies out 

of 1 000 live births in 1998 to 48 out of 1000 in 2007, and declined thereafter to 38 out of 1 000 in 

2010 due to increased roll-out of antiretroviral medication (Stats SA 2015b:38). The under 5 

mortality rate also reached a high in 2007 with around 65 children per 1 000 live births and 

thereafter declined (Stats SA 2015b:15). This clearly must have made a difference to the size of the 

5-9 years old cohort. It would also have affected the 0-4 years cohort though, which is not what we 

see in the age pyramid. In addition, the increased mortality would have made only a small difference 

to the size of the 5-9 year cohort. It would have meant at most a difference of about 20 or 30 excess 

deaths out of a 1 000 over a five-year period. The only possibility that would make this scenario true 

is if the child mortality rates were far higher than reported, and declined dramatically after 2007.  

Stats SA (2015b:11) considers another possibility, which is that large numbers of women who were 

HIV positive were infertile due to the infection. After the mass roll-out of antiretrovirals, their CD4 

counts would have improved, with the result that they were now able to give birth. This would have 

caused increased births without any sudden changes in fertility norms. It will solve the puzzle of how 

births could have increased when international experience suggests that, once fertility norms have 

decreased, they do not easily rise again. However, the assumption that HIV infection will make 

women less fecund is in itself controversial, as Stats SA (2015b:15) acknowledges. 

Activity 3 

Many South Africans would react to this discussion with something like the following: 

“Ah, you see, this large number of young children below four years old in the census proves what we 

have long suspected: the child support grant (CSG) gives an incentive to young women to have 
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babies.” 

As we saw above, registered births increased from 2003 to 2008. This does show a suspicious 

overlap with the gradual roll-out of the child grant to older ages of children from 2003 to 2008. It is 

what one would expect if women now started having babies because they wanted the extra money 

from the grant. Of course, what it does not explain is why registered births declined again after 

2008. The biggest problem with the argument that women started having babies because of the 

grants is that it does not agree with other evidence we have. One of the best studies on this topic 

comes from a report by Prof Eric Udjo at Unisa's Bureau of Market Research. I quote part of the 

abstract of his article below:  

This article examines the probability of being pregnant with another child among black teenagers 

receiving the CSG in South Africa compared with black teenagers who are not recipients. Results 

indicate that black teenagers aged 15-18 years receiving the grant have significantly lower odds of 

being pregnant with another child compared with their peers who do not receive the grant, 

controlling for demographic and socioeconomic factors. 

Summarise in your own words the evidence that you think this article provides about child grants 

and babies being born. Do you think this is good evidence for the argument against women having 

babies because of the child grant? Can you give reasons for his finding? 

 

 

Feedback 

Udjo has studied young women between 15 and 18 years of age who had already given birth and 

compared those who receive the child grant with those who do not. He found that those who do 

receive the grant are far less likely to have another birth than those who do not. This indicates 

that, at the very least, the grant reduces the number of second births that young women have. If it 

does it for second births, there is at least a possibility that it will do the same for first births 

(although the two situations are not strictly comparable). 

He finds this is after controlling for a number of socioeconomic factors, particularly whether the 

mother is alive, level of education, and urban or rural residence. Teenagers with only a primary 

education or no education were far more likely to have another child, while those whose mothers 

were dead were also more likely to have another child. Living in an urban area also reduced the 

risk of another pregnancy. Controlling for these variables means that he made a group of 

teenagers whose mothers were dead and a group whose mothers were alive, and then compared 

those who received the child grant with those that did not in each of those two groups. By making 

the groups, he compared as similar as possible and we can have greater confidence that the 

connection he found between extra pregnancies and the child grant is accurate. 

This finding makes sense because women who receive the CSG do not have such a need for older 

sugar daddies (“blessers”), and will therefore be less likely to have sex for that reason.   
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Another process that can explain the increased size of the 0-4 cohort is the relative increase in the 

population between 20 and 29 years old that also appears in figure 1 above. Even if fertility has 

declined, births would still increase for the youngest generations because there are proportionally 

more potential mothers in their most fertile years. This would have cancelled out part of the fertility 

decline. While this is true, the increased size of the fertile age groups would have had a lesser, but 

still significant impact on the 5-9 age group, which is inconsistent with the census findings of a small 

5-9 years old cohort. And this of course assumes that the sizes of the 20-24 and 25-29 age cohorts 

are correctly reflected in the census, which is an issue that we shall discuss below.  

So what does one make of all of this? I think the answer is that we ultimately do not know how many 

children there are in the early age brackets. We will have to wait for the next census in 2021, and see 

if a similar picture emerges, now of course, with the 0-4 age cohort being 10 years older. Alternative 

measurements such as school enrolments and birth registrations provide some weak justification for 

believing that there was perhaps an increase in births at some stage, but this would have increased 

the numbers of both the 0-4 and 5-9 age groups to some extent, unlike the picture one finds in 

Census 2011. And each of these alternative measurements has data weaknesses of its own.  

Another possibility is that the over-enumeration of the youngest age group was an unintended 

consequence of field worker training5. As we said above, it is a common problem in censuses all over 

the developing world for the youngest age group to be under-enumerated. People often do not tell 

field workers about their youngest children, especially babies younger than one year old. This is 

perhaps a result of the high mortality rates among this age group. When field workers are trained, it 

is a natural response for the trainers to drill field workers to repeatedly ask parents to confirm that 

they have not missed any children below four years old. This may create a bias towards enumerating 

young children under younger than appropriate age groups. 

Puzzles arising from the 2011 census: The increased size of the 20 to 29 years cohort in 2011 

We will now consider the relatively large population of 20-24 and 25-29 year olds counted by Census 

2011. This relates to the other difference between the Census 2011 population pyramid and the 

older ones, which is the irregular shape of the 2011 one (see activity 2.1 above). This finding seems 

to be justified if one considers previous censuses dating back to 1996. Then they showed up as a 

large group of 5-9 and 10-14 year olds. Five years later (in 2001) there was a bulge in the age 

pyramid around 10-14 and 15-19 years. If, ten years later, the 2011 Census finds that there is a large 

number of young adults around 20 to 29 years old, this makes sense, as it is the same pattern 

repeating itself as this group ages.  

Another factor that could explain this trend is the large number of migrants that have arrived, 

especially from other parts of Africa6, over the last 20 to 30 years. It is difficult to know exactly how 

many there are of them, because they often are afraid to identify themselves as foreign, given the 

high levels of xenophobia in South Africa. According to Stats SA (2016b: 20), there have been more 

than 3 million net arrivals from other African countries in South Africa between 1986 and 2016. The 

                                                           
5 This possibility was mentioned to me by Dr Liz Gavin. 

6 A far smaller number of migrants have arrived from the Indian subcontinent over these years. 
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2011 Census counted the number of foreign-born persons at about 2,2 million and the 2016 

Community Survey arrived at a number of 1,6 million. This indicates a considerable degree of 

uncertainty about the number of immigrants.  

Nevertheless, immigrants are generally young adults who arrive here as students and potential 

workers (there are exceptions such as refugees, but we will not talk about them now). They 

generally are not older people with senior posts and pensions, and they are generally not children 

(unless they arrive with their parents). Consequently, they can be expected to increase the age 

groups from 20 to 34 years old, which is what Stats SA (2015b:16-17) found. Their impact is greater 

on the male population than the female population, because they tend to be men rather than 

women.  

Mortality rates in South Africa  

We have already referred to mortality rates above when we discussed the possible impact of 

increased deaths of infants and children under five years old on the size of particular age cohorts. 

We have also mentioned the impact of the roll-out of antiretroviral medications. This started slowly 

under the Mbeki presidency because of a belief that antiretrovirals were poisonous and that, in 

Africa, HIV did not cause AIDS. As a result, AIDS deaths were at a maximum in 2007, and only started 

to come down from 2008 onwards with the mass roll-out of these medicines. Another measure of 

mortality, life expectancy at birth, tells a similar story. Life expectancy at birth in South Africa 

increased slowly from 60,6 years in 1985 to 62,0 years in 1997 due to improved healthcare and 

better education, among other reasons. As a result of the AIDS epidemic, it then fell sharply to 52,1 

years in 2004. By 2011, some of those losses were made up with an increase to 58,1 years (Stats SA 

2015b:26).  

Migration in South Africa  

Gauteng and the Western Cape are by far the wealthiest provinces in South Africa, and as one can 

expect, there has been considerable movement of people from the other provinces into these two. 

People are attracted to these provinces because of the presence of housing, jobs and educational 

opportunities, as well as the wish to join family members who had previously migrated (Stats SA 

2016a:30).  

This is part of the general phenomenon of urbanisation, which is when an increasing part of the 

population lives in urban areas. This process is far advanced in South Africa. Because there are many 

areas in the former homelands that have big and dense populations (for example Phuthaditjhaba in 

the former Qwaqwa homeland), these areas have sometimes been counted as urban, although they 

lack the job opportunities and amenities that come with an urban area. Defining an urban area is 

therefore not a simple process in South Africa. Using a more conventional definition of “urban”, the 

United Nations Population Division arrived at an urbanisation level of 64% for South Africa in 2014 

(Gustafsson 2016:8).  

Census 2011 (Stats SA:26) provided an indication of the amount of internal migration in South Africa. 

This is contained in table 2.1 below. If you do not understand how to read a table, we have provided 

a short explanation in the text box below the table to guide you. This table captures the number of 
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people who have moved across provincial boundaries between 2011 and the previous census year of 

2001. 



     SOC1502/501     

29 

 

 

 Out-migration In-migration Net migration 

Western Cape 128 967 432 790 303 823 

Eastern Cape 436 466 158 205 -278 261 

Northern Cape 69 527 62 792 -6 735 

Free State 151 402 127 101 -24 301 

KwaZulu-Natal 281 568 250 884 -30 684 

North West 166 008 273 177 107 169 

Gauteng 402 271 1 440 142 1 037 871 

Mpumalanga 191 089 243 934 52 845 

Limpopo 372 283 219 426  -152 857 

 

Table 2.1 Internal migration in South Africa between 2001 and 2011 

Source: Adapted from a table that appears in Stats SA 2012:26 

How to read a table 

A table consists of a number of boxes that are called cells. Each cell contains information. To work 

out what each cell refers to, you have to read both from the top down and from left to right. The 

cells stacked on top of one another are called columns, and the ones arranged from left to right are 

called rows. The top row as well as the left-most column of the table contains a number of headings. 

In this case, the top row contains three headings: Out-migration, In-migration and Net migration. 

Each heading applies to the cells directly below it. One therefore reads from top to bottom in the 

column to find information appropriate to that heading. Thus, everything that appears below the 

first heading of 'Out-migration' refers to people leaving their province. For example, 128 967 people 

left the Western Cape. Similarly, each of the headings in the left-most column applies to the cells to 

its right. Thus, all the cells in the row to the right of the heading of “Western Cape” refer to people 

moving in and out of that province. Therefore, if you want to find out what the information 

contained in a specific cell refers to, you have to scan to the top of the column in which it appears, as 

well as to the left of the row in which it appears. Each cell is therefore the intersection of the column 

heading at the top as well as the row heading to the left, and it contains information about cases 

that fall into both categories. So, if you read down from the heading of “Out-migration” and to the 

right of the heading of “Western Cape”, the cell where these two meet refers to out-migration from 

the Western Cape. 
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“Net migration” refers to the difference between people moving into and out of the province. If 

there is a minus in front of a figure in that column, it means that more people have moved out of it 

than have moved into it. As is clear from the table, the majority of provinces suffered net out-

migration. The exceptions were Gauteng, which had a huge migration gain of more than a million 

people, the Western Cape, which gained more than 300 000 people, North West with more than a 

100 000 people moving in and Mpumalanga with half of that. The Eastern Cape lost the most people, 

followed by Limpopo.  

Activity 4 

1) In this activity, we firstly want to find out if you are a migrant, or perhaps a child of migrants. Read 

the definition of migration above and then say if it applies to yourself or your parents.  

2) Find out, if you do not already know, what level of education your parents and grandparents 

reached. Use the categories in table 2.2 below. Did your parents have a higher level of education 

than your grandparents? You are still a student, so we cannot compare you now with your parents, 

but how far do you intend studying? How will your level of education then compare with that of 

your parents and grandparents? 

 

Levels of education of the South African population 

As you will see in the study units on education and class, one of the main means for people to get 

ahead in life is by getting the right education. Education is therefore vital in reducing the high levels 

of inequality in South Africa. In the following two tables we consider changes in the levels of 

education that the population older than 20 years old have achieved.  

 No 

schooling 

Some 

primary 

Completed 

primary 

Some 

secondary 

Grade 12 Higher 

education 

1996 19,1 16,6 7,4 33,6 16,3 7,1 

2001 17,9 16,0 6,4 30,8 20,4 8,4 

2011 8,6 12.3 4,6 33,9 28,9 11,8 

 

Table 2.2 Comparison of the levels of education among people 20 years and older: 1996, 2001 and 

2011 

Source: Stats SA 2012:33 

As this table shows, there is an improvement over time in the  highest level of education that people 

attain. Perhaps your answers in the activity above confirms this? This statistic is therefore moving in 

the right direction, although there is still a long way to go. The figures in the cells are percentages, 

and if one sums them from left to right in each row, they should add up to more or less 100%. What 

this means is that in 1996, for example, 19,1% of the population older than 20 years had no 
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schooling. Fifteen years later, in 2011, this had decreased to only 8,6% of the population. There are 

two reasons for this. In the first place, some of the older people, who were more likely to be 

uneducated, have died over this period, and other, more educated ones, have taken their place. In 

the second place, people older than 20 years have upgraded their qualifications, through, for 

example, adult education programmes. As you can see, over time the percentage of people with 

qualifications - to the right of the table (the higher level ones) - have increased, and those on the left 

(those with lower levels of education) have decreased.  

The age difference in educational attainment is striking. Only 2% of the 20-24 year old cohort had no 

education, whereas 44,1% of those older than 80 years had no schooling (Stats SA 2012:36). Of the 

20-24 year old cohort, 40,6% had a matric qualification, compared to 9,9% of the group older than 

80 years who had matric.  

There are still major racial disparities in the level of education that people attain, despite some 

lessening of inequalities between 1996 and 2011 (Stats SA 2012: 34). The percentage of Black 

Africans with no schooling decreased from 24% in 1996 to 10,5% in 2011. For whites, the 

corresponding percentages are 1,1% in 1996 and 0,6% in 2011. Whereas only 3,6% of Black Africans 

20 years and older had higher education qualifications in 1996, this had more than doubled to 8,3% 

of Black Africans in 2011. The corresponding figures for whites were 26,8% in 1996, and 36,5% in 

2011. The educational attainment of Indians were closer to that of whites, and that of Coloureds 

were closer to that of Black Africans.  

The racial disparities will be less if we focus only on those within the age groups between 20 and 29, 

because, as is clear from the discussion above, the more recent generations of Black Africans had far 

more opportunities to improve their levels of education than the older generations. The older 

generations of Black Africans also currently face higher obstacles to improving their qualifications, 

since they are unlikely to have the time, money and school grades that will allow them to study at 

university. Even if we focus only on the younger generations, however, there are still racial 

disparities. More whites have the privilege of being the children of parents that went to university, 

which gives them an advantage that has been accumulated over the generations. The quality of the 

schools that they have gone to are also generally better. They are also less likely to face income 

constraints to being able to finance a university education.  

 

Activity 5 

Talk to your parents if they are available, or other older family members if they are not. Ask them 

about factors that may have advantaged or disadvantaged their education. Compare their 

experience with yours. Would you say they were better off or worse off than yourself in this 

respect? See if you can find examples of both positive and negative differences. How does this relate 

to the picture we have sketched above with regard to generational differences?  
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Rates of unemployment in South Africa  

The last issue we address in our brief statistical tour of South Africa is that of unemployment. One of 

the major problems this country faces is that such a large proportion of the population cannot find 

jobs. Unemployment is far greater amongst those who are poorly educated, and amongst younger 

people (Stats SA 2015b:40), of whom there are a large number of between 20 and 29 years old, as 

you saw above. Like many developing countries, South Africa finds itself in the situation where there 

is a large number of unemployed people and a shortage of skilled people at the same time (Stats SA 

2015b:36). If our educational system was capable of providing more skilled people, unemployment 

would have been less. 

  

Census 2011 distinguished between two definitions of unemployment; the restricted and the 

expanded. The restricted definition counts only those who have actively looked for a job in the 

recent past, whereas the expanded definition also includes those who have given up looking for 

work, but who are available to work. The expanded definition therefore will count more people as 

unemployed than the restricted one. Because it takes money and contacts to look for work, it is not 

strange that people often stop looking for work, because they feel they have exhausted their 

resources. In terms of the restricted definition, Census 2011 arrived at an unemployment rate of 

29,8% of the labour force. The expanded unemployment rate was 40% of the labour force (Stats SA 

2012:49). The labour force are all those people who are in the working age population of 15-64 

years, and who are not full-time students and homemakers, or those already retired.  

 

As in the case of educational attainment (and obviously connected to it), there is also a racial 

dimension to unemployment rates, as you can see in the following table. Whites have the least 

unemployment because only 5,9% of them are unemployed in terms of the restricted definition, 

followed by Indians, Coloureds and Black Africans. Of the latter group, 35,5% were unemployed in 

terms of the restricted definition. This issue will receive attention again in the study units dealing 

with class and race. 

 

 Black 

African 

Coloured Indian/Asian White Total 

 

Restricted 35,6 22,3 11,7 5,9 29,8 

Expanded 46,3 31,5 17,8 10,2 40,0 

  

Table 2.3: Racial differences in unemployment rate: Census 2011 

 

 Source: Stats SA (2012:51) 

Conclusion 
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The major focus of this study unit was on the findings of Census 2011. In particular, we considered 

some anomalies regarding the population pyramid of the South African population. These anomalies 

are very unfortunate, as you may think. For example, it makes it very difficult to plan how many 

schools to build and where to build them. This connects to the data the census provided on 

educational provision as well as unemployment  rates in South Africa. This, as well as the racial 

disparities in these things, were  the other foci of this unit. With the snapshot we provided of the 

South African population in these two study units, you are hopefully now more prepared to consider 

the next themes of the study guide. In the next unit, we continue our exploration of South Africa by 

discussing issues of inequality. It became clear in both this unit and the previous one devoted to the 

history of South Africa that the country is characterised by extreme levels of inequality. Up to now 

issues of race and class featured strongly. They will also be a prominent part of the next few units, 

but will now be joined by a consideration of gender.  

Self-assessment questions 

1. Write two paragraphs in which you say what an age pyramid is and how one interprets it. 

2. Write an essay in which you say what the most important puzzle arising from the 2011 census is, 

and how you think on should interpret it. What explanations do you think are the most likely? 

3. Give reasons why you think there was an apparent increase in the proportion of the population 

between 20 and 30 years of age in Census 2011. 

4. Write a paragraph in which you highlight the most important trends in migration in South Africa. 

5. Summarise the changes in the educational levels of the South African population. Say if you think 

this trend is moving in the right direction and why you think so. 

6. What has been happening to racial differences in education and unemployment in South Africa? 

Write a short essay in which you summarise these changes.  
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Theme 2: Inequality in South Africa 

Study Unit 3: Inequality and class 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Distinguish between a difference and an inequality  

 Compare the three kinds of inequality  

 Identify the groups most likely to be poor in South Africa 

 Describe changes over time in levels of poverty and inequality in South Africa 

 Compare South Africa with other developing countries regarding levels of unemployment 

and underemployment 

 Summarise and evaluate Seekings and Natrass's argument regarding the class structure of 

South Africa  

 

Key concepts: 

 Difference 

 Inequality  

 Poverty 

 Underemployment 

 Unemployment 

 Class 

 

Introduction 

In theme 2, our focus is on the three primary inequalities in society, namely, class, race and gender. 

Two of the tables in the previous unit have already indicated the extent of racial inequality in South 

Africa with respect to levels of unemployment and education. In this unit, we deepen this 

understanding of inequality in South Africa. We start with a discussion of three kinds of inequality as 

identified by Göran Therborn, a Swedish sociologist with many connections to South Africa. The 

advantage of that distinction is that it allows us to understand how the different kinds of inequality 

are related. Following upon that, we delve much deeper into the many different elements of 

inequality in South Africa, with reference to things such as unemployment, underemployment, 

urban-rural differences and so on. Finally, we give a brief overview of some of the complexities 

involved in understanding class structure as it relates to South Africa.  
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Difference and inequality, as well as three kinds of inequality  

You may wonder how sociologists approach inequality. What does it mean to say that there is 

gender inequality in South Africa, for example? In offering an explanation, Therborn (2013:38) 

distinguishes between a difference and an inequality. A difference is a distinction that is made 

between two groups, for example, men and women. For some people this difference is God-given, 

or ordained by nature. This goes beyond the obvious fact that there are differences in anatomy 

which make it possible for women to give birth. For people who believe this, this difference has 

profound implications: it means that women are destined to be mothers, and keep their husbands 

happy, and that being successful in their career should not be a priority for them. From this 

perspective, gender inequality is not really an issue, because one cannot go against nature, or what 

God/Allah/karma has ordained.  

Inequality only becomes a factor in people's evaluation of differences if there is an acceptance that 

underlying these differences there is a basic commonality, and that a hierarchy in terms of these 

differences is not justified. If it is also accepted that both men and women are human beings with 

similar needs and that both have the right to flourish in all spheres of society, then the evaluation of 

differences changes. A hierarchy where men are regarded as more important than women now 

becomes intolerable. The same applies to class and racial differences. If we believe that those who 

are poor are fundamentally different in terms of their intellectual ability and work ethic, class 

differences are accepted as a way of life. In unit 4 we provide many examples of how racial 

discrimination was justified in terms of a belief that black people are not really fully human beings, 

and not deserving of equal treatment. Inequality therefore only becomes an issue when the basic 

commonalities between people are recognised.  

That does not mean that differences are denied, or that positive aspects cannot be identified in 

them. It merely means that they are not allowed to reduce one's life chances. As you will see in our 

discussion of feminism, not all feminists have taken this approach to gender difference. It is more 

typical of Western feminists to have argued that "anatomy is not destiny". Some African feminists 

have placed a high priority on women's role as mothers, for example. 

According to Therborn (2013:49), one can distinguish between three kinds of inequality: vital 

inequality, existential inequality and resource inequality. The first has to do with differences in 

health outcomes, primarily mortality rates.  

Vital inequality is reflected in the fact that poverty and low levels of education have a strong impact 

on how long we will live.  

Existential inequality refers to differences in the degree of recognition and social acceptance that 

people get, and their chances of living full lives without denying essential parts of their identity. The 

prime examples here are racial and gender inequalities, but the concept also refers to discrimination 

experienced on the basis of sexual identity, disability, age and so on.  

Resource inequality concerns differences in access to resources that are essential to agency. Agency 

is the ability to do things to advance one's position in life. Therborn (2013:50-51) thinks that there 
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are four such resources: education, social contacts, income and political power. Without these four 

things, one is more likely to be held back by forces beyond one's control. For poor people, who have 

little of the other three things, social contacts (or social capital as it is often called) are very 

important. They depend on family and friends to find a job, for support in times of crisis and so on. 

They may obtain a degree of political power by joining a union, or obtaining a position in the local 

branch of their political party; however, most poor people do not hold significant political power. In 

our discussion below we will give more attention to these factors in the South African context. 

In the United States, vital inequality has become a major issue since it was discovered that the 

mortality rates of middle aged white people without a university degree have increased rapidly since 

2000 (Case & Deaton 2017). This is a unique phenomenon in developed countries, where mortality 

rates have been falling for a long time. Case and Deaton ascribe the rising mortality rates not only to 

poverty, but also to disadvantages accumulating over the lifetime of these people. They have 

experienced downward mobility as well-paid manufacturing jobs have disappeared. This has had 

negative impacts on divorce and marriage rates, and their ability to afford expensive medical aids 

tariffs. In combination, these factors have reduced their resilience to life's challenges. Vital 

inequalities also characterise South Africa. It is more difficult to analyse them, however, because of 

the impact of the HIV and AIDS epidemic. There are clear regional differences, at least with regard to 

infant mortality rates. Urban areas have much lower mortality rates than rural areas, with the 

Western Cape being ahead in this respect (Sartorius et al 2011). Existential inequality is discussed in 

the next two units on race and gender. In the rest of this unit, we focus on resource inequality.  

Activity 1 

Read the following three scenarios and then answer the questions that follow. They refer to 

imaginary characters that we have invented. Any similarities with real people are coincidental.  

It has just been Peter Fortuin's funeral. He died after being stabbed in an argument in a shebeen in 

Manenburg, Cape Town, at the age of 35. He was a fitter and turner at a metals company in Cape Town 

until he was retrenched when the factory closed down. His wife is unemployed and depends on his small 

pension to support herself and their three children. He was the main breadwinner in his extended family 

of three brothers and one sister. Both his parents died when he was still young.  

Mosa Mosisili is 28 years old and lives in Soweto. She was recently gang raped by three youths because 

they wanted to "correct" her lesbian lifestyle and is now HIV positive. She has been rejected by her family 

because of her sexuality, and no longer sees them. She regards her friends as her family. She is a fairly 

successful musician and plans to leave Soweto in the near future to live in a house in Auckland Park, 

Johannesburg that she is busy renovating. She is also the chair of a local branch of a lesbian and gay 

organisation. 

Doug Patterson is an actor sharing a bachelor's flat in Berea, Durban. He feels self-conscious that at the 

age of 35, he still only earns R7 000 a month, but hopes to earn more when he gets a lead role. He grew 

up in a middle class family and was an only child. His father died soon after retirement. His mother helps 

where she can, but cannot do much to support him on her pension. She wishes he can find himself a real 

job so that she can stop worrying about him. After being very angry when he told her that he is gay, she 

has accepted his lifestyle.  

1)  Try to locate each of the people we have sketched here in terms of the three levels of 
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inequality identified by Therborn. You have to ask yourself questions like the following: 

 For vital inequality: How long have they lived, or how long are they likely to live?  

 For existential inequality: What race group do they probably belong to? Is their sexuality 

accepted in society? Note that the degree of acceptance one may receive for one's sexuality 

may depend on one's race or class. Are they male or female?  

 For resource inequality: How much do they earn? Are they upwardly or downwardly mobile? 

(In other words, can they look forward to earning more or less money in future?) Do they 

enjoy the support of family and friends (social capital)? Do they have a position that confers a 

degree of power on them? How well educated are they probably? 

2)  Whose life would you find most attractive, if you had a choice to step into any of their shoes?  

 

 

Feedback 

You need to consider each of the questions that we have given you above in order to do this 

activity. You may not find answers to all the questions for each of them, and this is OK. It is 

enlightening to speculate about what their situation is probably like, however.  

 

Poverty in South Africa  

Before we start our discussion of poverty and inequality in South Africa, we need to make a few 

introductory remarks. For reasons that are listed below, you do not need to memorise the exact 

numbers we give you in the discussion below. For example, we want you to know that poor people 

are more likely to live in rural areas rather than what proportion exactly lives in either rural or urban 

areas. This is the case not only for this unit but all units in the guide. Secondly you need to take note 

that there are different measures of poverty (as well as all the other concepts that we are going to 

use). Statistics South Africa uses three such measures, and each of them is linked to a different 

minimum level of income. More people will therefore be judged to be poor if we use the one with 

the highest minimum income level. The one that we will use here mostly is the so-called Upper 

Bound Poverty Line (UBPL), which uses the highest income level of the three as a yardstick. It is the 

level at which people have access to enough food to eat as well as other items that are judged to be 

essential.  

Finally, on top of the confusion provided by the existence of various poverty lines, it is generally very 

difficult to measure exactly how poor or wealthy people are. This is because they cannot recall 

exactly how much money they earn or they have reason to lie about it because they are afraid that 

they may lose their grant or pay more tax. As a result, surveys that ask about income, or 

expenditure, generally underestimate these figures significantly. Because these figures probably err 

in the same direction in their estimation of income, one can get an idea of change over time, and 
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who benefits most. So, while you may hear contradictory figures from different studies about 

poverty and inequality, there is fortunately also agreement amongst most authors about the broad 

outlines of the South African income distribution. It is this, rather than the detail figures that you 

should try to absorb.  

With these remarks out of the way, we start by asking who in South Africa is most likely to be poor. 

The answer in short is that women are more likely to be poor than men, black people are more likely 

to be poor than white people, and rural people are more likely to be poor than urban people. This is 

true both when we measure individual poverty and household poverty, although households are 

slightly less likely to be poor than individuals. This is because households tend to be built around a 

member that earns money in some form. For example, if I am unemployed and do not earn any 

money, I can still survive if I live in a household where there is a grandmother that gets an old age 

grant. On my own I am poor, but as a member of this household I may no longer be poor in terms of 

official statistics. 

You will see the impact of gender on poverty if you study the following table.  

Gender of individual Percentage of 

individuals that are 

poor 

Gender of household 

head 

Percentage of 

households that are 

poor 

Female 47,1% Female 43,9% 

Male 43,8% Male 25,7% 

 

Table 3.1: Individual and household poverty in South Africa in 2011: gender 

Source: Adapted from information that appears in Stats SA (2014: 27, 40) 

From this, it is apparent that women are individually slightly more likely to be poor than men. 

However, when it comes to the gender of the household head, it is clear that it makes a big 

difference if a person lives in a household with a male or a female head. The probable reason for this 

is that only men who have jobs are likely to get married and thus be household heads.  

Race makes a big difference whether a person is poor or not. This can be seen in the following table.  

Race of individual Percentage of 

individuals that are 

poor 

Race of household 

head 

Percentage of 

households that are 

poor 

Black African 54% Black African 40,3% 

Coloured 27,6% Coloured 22,4% 

Indian 3,4% Indian 2,1% 
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White 0,8% White 0,4% 

 

Table 3.2: Individual and household poverty in South Africa in 2011: race 

Source: Adapted from information that appears in Stats SA (2014:27, 41) 

It is clear that among whites and Indians, poverty only affects a small minority. Among black 

Africans, more than half of individuals and two out of every five households were poor. The impact 

of apartheid is thus still very visible. However, looked at over time, these figures show significant 

improvement. In 2006, 66,8% (more than two thirds) of black African individuals were poor, and 

51,2% (more than half) of black African households (Stats SA 2014:27, 41). If we look further back in 

time to 1994, the improvement would have been even more dramatic. The basic reason for this 

improvement is that government grants in the form of primarily the old age pension and the child 

grant, have lifted many people out of poverty (Seekings & Natrass 2015). The number of people 

receiving these grants has grown dramatically over the last two decades, and in 2017, about 17 

million people (or just less than a third of the population) received a grant. Despite this, if we look at 

the proportion of the poor that was black African in 2011, it is clear that there is still a long way to go 

for the deracialisation of poverty: 94% of the poor belonged to this population group.  

Young people are most likely to be poor, with about half of these between 18 and 24 years of age 

being poor (Stats SA 2014:28). They are also the most likely to be unemployed. From that age, 

income levels increase, with a high reached among those between 45 and 54 years old. In this age 

group, only about a third (33,6%) were poor in 2011 (Stats SA 2014:28). An important reason why 

some people are poor and others not can be found in the link between educational levels and 

poverty. In 2011, 65% (that is almost two thirds) of households where the head had no formal 

education were poor, whereas only 2,8% of household where the head had a post-matric 

qualification were poor (Stats SA 2014:47). Poverty is finally, largely a rural phenomenon. In 2011, 

only 30,9% of the urban population was poor, while 68,8% of the rural population was poor (Stats SA 

2014:33).  

Activity 2 

Bearing in mind the connection that we have just made between educational levels and the 

probability of being poor, read again table 2.2 in study unit 2 on p. 29 above, as well as the 

comparison of the educational levels of different race groups on the same page. Then answer the 

following questions: 

1)  In the light of the changes in the levels of education of the South African population over time, 

what do you think would have happened to poverty levels? 

2)  If you consider the changes in the racial distribution of educational qualifications, what do you 

think would have happened to the racial distribution of incomes? 
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Feedback 

Perhaps you correctly came to the following conclusions: 

1)  One would have expected poverty to decrease because the general educational level of the 

population had increased. This has happened. 

2)  If educational qualifications became more evenly distributed, the racial differences in 

income would have reduced as well. This is indeed what had happened. In the next section, 

we discuss changes in income inequality in South Africa over the last few decades.  

 

Inequality in South Africa  

In unit 1, we sketched the basic outlines of the South African history, particularly the racial 

dimensions of government policies. Because of these policies, inequality took on a racial complexion. 

Whites were comparatively wealthy and black Africans were mostly poor, with the other two 

population groups falling in between. As apartheid policies were slowly relaxed since the 1970s, 

things started changing slowly, and after 1994, there was some acceleration in these changes. In this 

section, we give a brief overview of changes since 1994. 

It is clear that, overall, inequality has not been reduced when measured by income (Seekings & 

Natrass 2015:51). As we shall see below, there are other indicators beyond income, and this changes 

the picture. For now, we will concentrate on income and expenditure inequality. A good place to 

start is the following table: 

 2006 2011 

Share of national 

consumption: poorest 20% 

4,4% 4,3% 

Share of national 

consumption: middle 60% 

31,5% 34,4% 

Share of national 

consumption: wealthiest 20% 

64,1% 61,3% 

Total 100% 100% 

 

Table 3.3: Share of national consumption: top, middle and bottom groups  

Source: Adapted from information that appears in Stats SA 2014:14 

This table focuses on consumption, which is how much money people spend, rather than how much 

they earn. Because poor people spend almost all their money, and wealthy people save a significant 
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part, the statistics for consumption are slightly more equal than that for income. It does not take 

into account the part of income that goes into savings. The table compares the share of the money 

that the poorest 20% of the population spend with the share of the money spent by the richest 20%. 

It shows that the shares have largely stayed the same, although one can see that the middle 60% 

received a slightly larger share over these years. Their share has increased from 31,5% to 34,4%. We 

return to these middle groups in a next section on class. To bring these statistics down to earth, 

imagine a classroom with five learners. This represents the national population divided into five 

groups. Here we have the poorest and wealthiest of the five, as well as the three others combined in 

one row. Imagine that the teacher has 10 apples to share between the five. Her favourite eats six of 

the ten apples, while the one she likes least gets less than one half of an apple. The other three 

share what is left between them. If South Africa was this classroom, this is how things would have 

been shared between people. This makes it clear why South Africa is regarded as being one of the 

most unequal countries in the world. 

What has changed over the last three decades is that at first, the poorest kid, the one with half an 

apple, would definitely have been black, and the wealthiest kid definitely white. Now, the poorest 

kid is still black; however, the wealthy one may be from any of the four population groups. Race still 

decides who is poor. On the other hand, owing to Employment Equity and Black Economic 

Empowerment policies as well as the deracialisation of access to good schools and universities, an 

increasing proportion of the wealthy group is no longer white (Seekings & Natrass 2015:51). 

Between 2006 and 2011, households headed by black Africans grew their income by 34,5% in real 

terms (that is, after inflation has been taken into consideration), while the income of white-headed 

households stayed practically the same on average (Stats SA 2014:20). That does not mean that 

whites are now poor. As you saw in table 3.2, very few within the white and Indian population 

groups can be considered poor. Another way in which to put this is that income inequality between 

race groups has been reduced. Within race groups, however, income inequality has increased. This 

was particularly prominent within the black African population group, whose own income 

distribution has become much more unequal (Seekings & Natrass 2015:50-51).  

You may be justified in thinking that this is not a very happy story. Yes, race matters less in terms of 

deciding who is wealthy, and yes, poverty has been reduced quite significantly, but overall, the 

country is still very unequal. While the poor have increased their incomes because of social grants, 

the wealthy have also improved their situation, with the result that the basic inequality has not 

budged. Fortunately there is some good news as well. As Seekings and Natrass (2015:163) point out, 

public policy in South Africa is very redistributive. Unlike in many other countries where the middle 

classes benefit most from public spending, in South Africa it is mostly the poor who benefit (Seekings 

& Natrass 2015:163). The state provides many services for free to the poor that wealthier people 

have to pay for, and it uses the money it gets from taxes on companies and the wealthy to do this. 

This redistributes income from the wealthy to the poor. It has introduced no fee schools, public 

health facilities are practically for free, municipalities provide free water and electricity, and housing 

subsidies make it easier to acquire a house. And this is on top of social grants that also manage to 

target the poor population very effectively. The proportion of the budget that is targeted at 

government services to the poor has grown massively in recent years. The state spent double the 

amount on each poor person in 2006 that it spent in 1995 (Seekings & Natrass 2015:163). If we add 

this government spending on services in kind (in other words, things that poor people do not have to 
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pay for), it becomes clear that inequalities have been reduced significantly overall, even if this is not 

reflected in the income inequality figures.  

Activity 3 

1)  Do you think you are better off, or worse off than your parents and grandparents? Because 

people generally become wealthier over time, you should compare your current situation to 

when they were the same age as you. Try to provide evidence for your answer in terms of 

levels of education, income, consumer items, assets and so on.  

2)  Why do you think your position in society is different from, or similar to, that of your parents?  

3)  We have seen that poverty has decreased over the last three decades, while inequality has 

remained more or less the same if measured in terms of income. When measured in terms of 

income plus free government services, inequality has reduced significantly. Why then do you 

think there are so many service protests in the country?  

 

 

Feedback 

Here we wanted you to apply the knowledge you have acquired to your own situation, and there 

is no wrong or right answer.  

If you are better off we call this upward mobility. Those who are worse off have experienced 

downward mobility. What was the case with you? Do any of the factors we mentioned above help 

explain your situation? With regard to the service protests, something that Seekings and Natrass 

have pointed out may help to explain the situation. According to them (2015:164), the value that 

is added by the government’s free services is reduced because of its weak quality. Spending on 

education and health, as well as municipal spending, has increased enormously over time, but it is 

not resulting in much of an improvement in outcomes owing to corruption as well as wasteful and 

inefficient spending. This leads to dissatisfaction. 

Unemployment and underemployment in South Africa  

Activity 4 

Revise the section in unit 2 that deals with rates of unemployment in South Africa (p. 31). That 

section provides important background to this section. Then answer the following questions: 

1)  Distinguish between the restricted and expanded definitions of unemployment. 

2)  Which groups are regarded as members of the labour force? 

3)  What were the two unemployment rates for South Africa in 2011? 

 



  SOC1502/501   

44 

 

 

Feedback 

We do not repeat the answers to these questions because they already appear in unit 2. For the 

purposes of our current discussion, it is important that the restricted unemployment rate was 

about 30% and the expanded unemployment rate was 40%.  

 

South Africa has one of the highest unemployment rates in the world. This situation has worsened 

since 1994; so things are not moving in the right direction (Seekings & Natrass 2015:82). If one 

considers that in many developing countries most of the employed population work in the informal 

sector, or some other forms of informal employment, things are not necessarily so much worse in 

South Africa, however. In South Africa, there is more open unemployment compared to most 

developing countries where one finds much disguised unemployment, or underemployment. Here, 

one person's job is often shared out among a number of people because of the lack of work.  

The ILO (2012) distinguishes between two kinds of informal work: work in the informal sector and 

informal work outside it. The informal sector is the unregistered part of the economy where 

economic activity is "off the books" and on a cash basis. It consists of small enterprises that employ 

at most, a few people. Hawkers of foodstuffs and clothing in the streets are examples of the informal 

sector. All work in the informal sector is, by definition, informal work. There are also many informal 

workers in the formal sector. These are people who are not permanently employed with all the 

protections afforded by labour law such as pensions and medical aid, but who still work for 

registered companies. Casual and part-time workers are examples of this category. Alexander and 

Wale’s categories of partial work and survivalist self-employment (see below) fit in here.  

According to the ILO (2012), South Africa has one of the lowest proportions of informal workers in 

the developing world. Only Serbia, Macedonia, Moldova and Armenia had lower proportions of 

informal workers, and these are all European countries. In South Africa, 17,8% of workers not in 

agricultural employment were in the informal sector, while 14,9% were in informal work outside of 

the informal sector. This contrasts with 68,8% and 15,4% respectively for India, to take an extreme 

example (ILO 2012). One reason for the high amount of open unemployment in South Africa is the 

fact that there is a reasonably secure social safety net in South Africa in the form of social grants, 

compared to many developing countries. As Paul Streeten (quoted in Alexander & Wale 2013:127) 

has remarked, unemployment is an option only for those who have an alternative form of income. It 

is not an option for those who are worst off.  

Alexander and Wale (2013) argue that because there is so much informal work, we need to go 

beyond the simplistic opposition between employment and unemployment that dominates 

economic discourses. In their study on class in Soweto, South Africa's largest township, they 

distinguish between survivalist self-employment and partial workers. These two categories are in-

between employment and unemployment. Partial workers engage in what is called "piece jobs" 

(Alexander & Wale 2013:139). They are not in full-time employment, and work when they get the 

opportunity. This includes domestic jobs such as washing and ironing on an irregular basis, 

temporary construction work, and so on. Survivalist self-employment is open to those who have 
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access to a minimum amount of capital. Hawkers need to buy stock to sell, and bricklayers or 

plumbers need to provide their own tools. While they are marginally better off than the partial 

workers, the survivalist self-employed would take a formal sector job the moment one is on offer. 

They are therefore not budding entrepreneurs who see a future for themselves in the business.  

Despite the worsening unemployment situation in South Africa over the last three decades, the 

number of people in employment has also grown (Seekings & Natrass 2015:80). This may sound 

contradictory to you, but it is not. What happened is that the working age population simply grew 

more rapidly than the number of jobs. Also note that periods of job creation were followed by 

periods of job destruction over the last three decades. After the government introduced its GEAR 

policy in the late 1990s, large numbers of jobs were lost in the manufacturing sector. The recession 

of 2008/2009 also led to a million jobs being lost (Seekings & Natrass 2015:55). The commodity 

boom of most of the last two decades led to increased prices for our exports such as iron ore, coal 

and platinum. This created much prosperity in South Africa, and allowed our economy to grow and 

add jobs. Unfortunately, this boom is now over, owing to international economic developments, and 

we will have to find new sources of job growth. It also means that there will no longer be extra 

money in the national coffers to continue expanding social grants.  

According to Seekings and Natrass (2015:80) the jobs that were created over the last three decades 

in South Africa were of two kinds: high-skilled jobs in the service sector and "survivalist" informal 

sector jobs. The services sector expanded rapidly over this period partly because of new 

technologies. We had the development of the cellphone industry, satellite TV, the internet, and so 

on, and all of these required workers. Other sectors that expanded rapidly included hotels and 

restaurants because of more international tourists arriving, retail in the form of many new shopping 

centres, as well as banking and insurance on the back of the increasing globalisation of the economy. 

To get a job in these sectors, however, one mostly needed a high-level of education. This did not 

help poor people with a low-level of education, and thus created the situation we referred to in unit 

2 where there is a shortage of skilled people as well as high unemployment at the same time. 

Instead, many unskilled and semi-skilled jobs were lost in sectors such as manufacturing, agriculture 

and mining, as we shall see below. We have noted that some of the low-skilled people who lost their 

jobs then became engaged in informal work of some sort or another.  

 

Activity 5 

For this activity, we want you to make a list of all the kinds of informal jobs that you are aware of in 

your environment. This includes both your home and work environment, as well as what you 

observe in the streets. Use Alexander and Wale's distinction between partial work and survivalist 

self-employment to guide you. If you are in a study group with other people, see who can come up 

with the biggest number of such jobs.  
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Feedback 

There is potentially a very long list that you can come up with. Check the definitions of partial 

work and self-employment given above, as well as informal employment, and make sure that your 

jobs fall within these categories.  

 

Class and the underclass in South Africa  

The final section of this unit is devoted to a selective summary of the work of Jeremy Seekings and 

Nicoli Natrass. Their point of departure is the high degree of unemployment in South Africa. By now, 

you should be aware that unemployment is a big problem in South Africa. According to them, there 

would have been much less unemployment in the country if trade unions in the form of COSATU, 

and the ANC government, which is in alliance with COSATU, had not decided to follow a high wage 

strategy in the post-apartheid period. They point to the large number of manufacturing jobs that 

were lost since 1994 because firms could no longer compete with cheap imports.  

It is indeed true that South Africa lost a big part of its manufacturing sector in the post-apartheid 

period. When the country rejoined the international economy after anti-apartheid sanctions were 

lifted, it reduced import tariffs that previously protected local factories from international 

competition. Firms retrenched many of their workers and replaced them with machines, or closed 

down completely. The impact of this was especially strong in sectors such as clothing and textiles 

manufacturing, where hundreds of thousands of jobs were lost in the post-apartheid period. The 

reduction of import tariffs did mean that clothes became cheaper, but this was at the expense of 

large job losses. It is also true that wages played a role in this. It is difficult to compete with clothes 

that are manufactured in Bangladesh if workers there are paid a tenth of what they are paid in South 

Africa. It is, of course, also true that the government should have been wiser and reduced tariffs 

more slowly than it did, and provided more help to local manufacturers to cope with competition. 

Seekings and Natrass's (2015) argument is based upon a broadly Weberian model of class. This was 

formulated by the German sociologist Max Weber in the early 20th  century, as a development of, 

and correction to, the Marxist model of class. As you may know if you did the SOC1501 module, 

Marx's model of class is based upon the contradiction between the interests of the owners of capital 

and those of the workers. Because the capitalists own the means of production, in other words, the 

factories and machines that are necessary to produce, they can exploit the workers and thus 

advantage themselves at the workers' expense. The workers were previously able to survive on their 

own as small farmers, but lost the access to land that they had and are now forced to work for a 

wage. Marx believed that the capitalists' exploitation of workers would lead to a situation where 

capitalists and workers came into conflict as classes, and that modern societies would be defined by 

this class conflict.  

Weber argued that things were a bit more complicated than this. It is not just ownership of the 

means of production that advantages people, but also the ownership of other kinds of property such 

as housing that can be rented out. Having a good education is also a major advantage in the world of 

work, and there are occupations such as being a medical doctor that allow people to make a good 
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living without needing to own means of production. Skilled workers are more difficult to exploit 

because they are less easy to replace. Besides class, one also needs to account for status, which is 

the respect that people get from others because of some characteristic, such as being a member of 

the aristocracy, as well as access to political power, which one can use to advantage oneself. This 

can be in the form of access to contracts to supply the state, which is a common route to self-

enrichment in South Africa. From Weber’s perspective, society is not just defined by the conflict 

between capital and labour. There may be conflicts of interest in society other than those between 

capital and labour. Skilled workers may have different interests than unskilled workers, and so on.  

Seekings and Natrass (2015) use this perspective to argue that the core working class has acted 

against the interests of the unemployed in the underclass. Trade unions fight for the rights of their 

members in the form of higher wages. This reduced the possibilities for the unemployed of finding 

jobs, because employers need fewer workers if they have to pay them more. According to them 

(Seekings & Natrass 2015), South Africa is characterised by three main classes. There is the upper 

class, which consists of managers and professionals, as well as business owners. This class is 

increasingly multiracial. In the intermediate classes, we find the core working class, which consists of 

unionised workers who enjoy legal protection in the form of the labour relations machinery, the 

Labour Court and so on. They are almost exclusively located in urban areas because this is where the 

jobs are. The third class is the lower class, consisting of the marginalised working class (workers in 

sectors such as agriculture, partial workers and survivalist self-employed) and the underclass. The 

underclass consists of the long-term unemployed.  

Seekings and Natrass (2015:127) point to the increasing tendency for unemployment to be a long-

term, rather than a temporary phenomenon. It is also increasingly the case that unemployment 

tends to cluster in particular households, according to them. This reduces the possibilities for people 

in these households to find employment, because the main way in which to find unskilled 

employment is through personal contacts amongst family and friends. The underclass therefore 

lacks social capital, or social contacts. This is one of the components of resource inequality that 

Therborn identified above. This also makes it more difficult for them to receive support from other 

households in the form of remittances, which according to Seekings and Natrass (2015:130) have 

declined overall as a component of household income. Remittance income seems to fluctuate over 

time, however, as Finn and Leibbrandt (2016:11) indicate, remittances reached a high of 11% as a 

share of household income of the poorest in 2015. Another component of Therborn's resource 

inequality that the underclass lacks according to Seekings and Natrass (2015:217), is education. 

Education is essential to get one of the high-skilled jobs that the economy needs. It is also essential 

to understand the labour market (the places where possible job opportunities exist). 

The underclass is different from the core working class, in that the latter has more of these 

resources, which allow them to improve their own situation cumulatively (Seekings & Natrass 

2015:129). From Seekings and Natrass's perspective, being a member of the underclass over time 

cuts off opportunities for self-advancement. It is therefore not just the case that one becomes a 

member of the underclass because of ill-fortune, but that membership in itself restricts life chances. 

This is why one can regard them as a class. Classes impose a degree of fixity in the positions of their 

members, and class position is typically reproduced over the generations. 
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Responding to criticism by Ceruti (2013) that there is not much evidence for their underclass in 

Soweto, Seekings and Natrass (2015:130) state that the underclass is mostly a rural class, and will 

not be so prominent in an urban township like Soweto. This will make sense to you if you consider 

the evidence we have provided above that rural people are far more likely than urban people to be 

poor. Another criticism of Seekings and Natrass is that the class boundary that they draw between 

the working class and the underclass is more appropriately drawn between the upper class and the 

rest (Ceruti 2013). They argue that it is the upper classes that create the exploitative conditions 

under which unemployment flourishes. In this respect, it is important that Seekings and Natrass do 

not deny that such a division actually exists. It is indeed the case that the share of profit in national 

income increased faster than the share of wages over the last two decades, and that this will have 

fed through to the share portfolios of the upper classes (Seekings & Natrass 2015:97). This indicates 

that they had benefited at the expense of everybody else. For Seekings and Natrass (2015), following 

their Weberian approach to class, there can be more than one conflict of interest in society, and the 

one does not negate the other. So, the fact that the upper classes have different interests than 

everybody else is quite consistent with the idea that the underclass and the core working class may 

also differ in their interests. 

We end this section with a brief consideration of Seekings and Natrass's (2015:69) position regarding 

the employment impacts of wage increases in tradable relative to non-tradable sectors. Not all 

sectors of the economy are in principle open to international competition. Those that are not, are 

called the non-tradable sectors. The public sector and most of the service sector are part of the non-

tradable sector. Because they are local, one is forced to make use of them. For example, it is not 

feasible to go to a restaurant in Australia because I think the one in Pretoria is too expensive. I also 

cannot get my driver's license in Dubai because I think the queues are too long at my local testing 

centre. In tradable sectors I, or at least the retailer where I shop, can make use of an imported 

product if the local product is too expensive. In tradable sectors, the local product is therefore in 

direct competition with international products. For Seekings and Natrass it therefore follows that 

wage increases are problematic in the tradable sectors, but fine in the non-tradable ones. Part of 

their solution to this problem is therefore a social compact between unions, government and 

business, regarding limits to wage increases in tradable sectors so that they remain competitive and 

continue providing employment. The challenge to this argument is that technological developments 

are increasingly making wage costs less relevant because machines can now completely replace 

human beings as labourers. Wage compacts will therefore not help much to keep industry producing 

locally, or attract foreign businesses to produce here. This frightening scenario is addressed in the 

following activity.  

 

Activity 6 

Read the following summary of an article by Hamlin and Roberts that appeared in the Bloomberg 

Business Review of 21 June 2017 (the URL appears in the list of references below).  
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Since World War II, many countries in Asia had followed an industrialisation strategy based upon low 

wages in order to attract manufacturers to set up shop there. This was especially true in the case of the 

textile, clothing and leather industry, which needed cheap labour. Most of the world’s clothes are now 

made in places like Bangladesh, Cambodia and Myanmar. This was a tried and tested route to wealth, 

followed first by Japan, then South Korea, Taiwan and China. In each case, as the local economy became 

more successful and wages increased, these industries were passed on to other poor countries in the 

region. This opportunity to industrialise is now closing, which will have bad consequences for poor 

countries trying to follow this strategy. The reason for this is that it is now increasingly possible to make 

clothes with robots that do not need human workers to help them (except for a few technicians to 

service them). Consequently, it makes more sense to set up factories close to the end markets in 

Europe and the United States. 

1)  What do you think are the consequences of this for Seekings and Natrass's strategy of 

wage restraint in the tradable sectors?  

 

 

Feedback 

This is part of a bigger issue, which is that automation means that unskilled workers will in the 

near future no longer be needed in any industry. Taxis and buses will not need drivers, shops will 

not need assistants, and so on. For that future, completely new plans will have to be made. Until 

that day comes, however, there are other considerations. South Africa is in a different position 

than cheap labour countries in Asia, as most of the jobs in the local clothing and textile sectors had 

been lost in the 1990s. There have, in fact, been increases in employment due to support from the 

Department of Trade and Industry, commitments to wage restraint, as well as improved training 

schemes. Perhaps increasing localisation due to these technologies will outweigh the loss of jobs 

due to automation, so that one's clothes will again say "Made in South Africa".  

Conclusion 

This unit introduced the theme on inequality in South Africa. We explained what inequality is, and 

outlined three types of inequality. It then focused on one of these three, which is resource 

inequality. We noted that there have been improvements in poverty in South Africa over the last 

three decades. However, it is still the case that black African women in rural areas make up the 

largest part of the poor population. Wealth is no longer only the preserve of the white population, 

and has been desegregated to a significant degree. While the wealthy are no longer all white, 

inequality as such has not decreased if measured in terms of incomes. However, if one considers in 

kind contributions by the government, inequality has decreased significantly. South Africa has a very 

high unemployment rate, and much underemployment. We then considered Seekings and Natrass's 

argument for why this is the case. In the next two units, we address two examples of Therborn's 

conception of existential inequality: race and gender. 

Self-assessment questions 
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1.  Write two paragraphs in which you distinguish between a difference and an inequality. 

2.  Write three paragraphs in which you define and give your own examples of the three kinds of 

inequality. 

3.  Who is most likely to be poor in South Africa? Write an essay in which you summarise the 

factors that play a role in deciding who is poor and who is wealthy in South Africa.  

4.  Discuss changes in poverty and inequality in South Africa over the last three decades. 

5.  Write an essay in which you distinguish between unemployment and underemployment, and 

compare South Africa with other developing countries in these respects. Are we better off or 

worse off than most of these countries in your opinion? 

6.  Write an essay in which you summarise Seekings and Natrass's argument regarding the 

existence of an underclass in South Africa, as well as possible criticisms that can be levelled 

against it.  
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Theme 2: Inequality in South Africa 

Study Unit 4: Race and racism 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Describe the flexible and mutable, rather than static, nature of race 

 Trace the power of race to its social meanings 

 Summarise Fanon's theory of race as projection 

 Evaluate his theory of the psychological consequences of race in the form of feelings of 

inferiority 

 Summarise Magubane's theory of race as rationalisation for economic exploitation 

 Compare and evaluate idealistic and materialistic explanations for race 

 Summarise and evaluate explanations for the salience of race in the South African history 

 

Key concepts: 

 Race 

 Projection 

 Rationalisation 

 Unfree labour 

 Triangular trade 

 Capitalism 

 

Introduction 

In the previous unit we provided an overview of inequality, both in general and in South Africa in 

particular. In this unit, we look at the issue of race and racism, which has been one of the biggest 

factors shaping inequality in South Africa. That this statement is true should be clear to you if you 

consider the lessons of the first two units, where we discussed the South African history as well as 

demographic indicators for the country. You will also recall that we said in unit 1 that race does not 

make much difference from a biological perspective, and that its impact derives from the social 

meanings that people attach to it. We start by unpacking that statement. Next we consider two 

explanations for the origins of racism. In the first one, racism is explained as a social and 

psychological phenomenon. The most famous author to take this perspective is Frantz Fanon, whose 

work we summarise here.  

The second explanation takes economic interests as its point of departure. Authors who take up this 

perspective are strongly influenced by the work of Karl Marx. In this unit, we summarise the work of 

Bernard Magubane as an example of this approach. The rest of this unit is devoted to an overview of 

the race/class debate in South Africa. In this debate, authors tried to establish whether the racist 
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history of the country can be explained as the result of the rise of capitalism in South Africa, or as 

the result of the independent role of the ideology of race. Because this debate is very involved, and 

our discussion can easily become unmanageable, we will be very selective in its coverage.  

The social meanings of race 

In this section, we develop the idea that it is the social meanings of race that leads to it becoming a 

force in society. We perceive others as being a member of the same or a different race to ourselves 

based upon external physical characteristics such as skin colour, facial features and so on. If you 

consider that only some physical differences are given racial meanings, and that others such as eye 

colour or hair colour do not carry such meanings, it becomes clear that there is a degree of 

arbitrariness surrounding the recognition of race in society. We have previously stated that it is 

relatively insignificant from a biological perspective. There is therefore nothing inherent or essential 

to racial differences. Race is a factor in society because people have been socialised to view others 

from a different race group with suspicion. It is also a factor because people have been privileged, or 

disadvantaged, based upon their race, and this creates inequalities as well as psychological 

dispositions that are reproduced across the generations. It is, finally, important because people of 

particular races share particular histories and memories, and sometimes, cultural features. We 

analyse some of these issues in this study unit.  

The statement that there is nothing inherent about race does not deny that it is a powerful force in 

society. If you, like me, live in South Africa, you will know that it still has a big impact on how people 

see themselves and relate to one another. And this is the case not only in this country, but all over 

the world. Having said this, it is good to also consider that racial differences do not stay the same 

forever. They are dynamic, and as society changes, they change with it. One example of this is the 

way in which the Irish became white in the United States.  

This is the title of a (1995) book by the author Noel Ignatieff: How the Irish became white (in Fassin 

2015:239). The title may sound strange to you: as Fassin (2015:239) remarks, aren’t the Irish in fact 

white? How could they have become white? Fassin (2015) then explains that before the Irish arrived 

in the United States, they were colonised by the English. This happened from the 16th to the 19th 

centuries. The Irish were also Catholics, unlike the majority Protestant population of England. At the 

time, many English considered the Irish to be savages. They had all the racist perceptions about the 

Irish that many white people had of black people. They are alcoholics, lazy, stupid, will never amount 

to anything as a race, and so on. The death of a million Irish during the Great Famine of 1845 to 1852 

was blamed by many English on the stupidity of the Irish themselves, rather than on the absentee 

landlords who lived in England and who were responsible for the Irish having to depend on a single 

crop, the potato, for their survival.  

The Irish were considered a separate race, and their inferiority was regarded as inherent to them 

and part of their biological and cultural heritage. According to Fassin (2015: 239), the English used 

the Irish as a template when they were confronted by black people in later colonial encounters. 

When the Irish arrived in the United States in a mass migration beginning in the 1820s, they were 

not part of the white Anglo-Saxon and Protestant ruling population of the country. By mobilising 

politically on an ethnic basis, the Irish improved their position over the decades. As they became 

more successful, they came to be regarded as white by the people in the United States. The racial 
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connotation that was initially attached to them disappeared. People stopped talking of the Irish as a 

separate race.  

Activity 1 

Please read the following extract and then answer the questions. 

 

Late last year, Fernando received news he had dreaded for months: he and 23 of his classmates had 
been kicked out of college.  

 

The expulsion became national news in Brazil. Fernando and his classmates may not have been 
publicly named (“Fernando,” in fact, is a pseudonym), but they were roundly vilified as a group. The 
headline run by weekly magazine CartaCapital — “White Students Expelled from University for 
Defrauding Affirmative Action System” — makes it clear why. 

 

But the headline clashes with how Fernando sees himself. He identifies as pardo, or brown: a mixed-
race person with black ancestry. His family has struggled with discrimination, he says, ever since his 
white grandfather married his black grandmother.  

 

“My grandfather was accused of soiling the family blood,” and was subsequently cut out of an 
inheritance, Fernando explains. So when he applied to a prestigious medical program at the Federal 
University of Pelotas, in the southern tip of Brazil, he took advantage of recent legislation that set 
aside places for black, brown and indigenous students across the country’s public institutions. 

 

While affirmative action policies were introduced to US universities in the 1970s, Brazil didn’t begin 
experimenting with the concept until 2001, in part because affirmative action collided head-on with a 
defining feature of Brazilian identity. 

  

For much of the 20th century, intellectual and political leaders promoted the idea that Brazil was a 
“racial democracy”, whose history favourably contrasted with the state-enforced segregation and 
violence of Jim Crow America7 and apartheid South Africa. “Racial democracy”, a term popularised by 
anthropologists in the 1940s, has long been a source of pride among Brazilians. 

 

As the country’s black activist groups have argued for decades, it is also a myth. Brazil’s horrific 
history of slavery — 5.5 million Africans were forcibly transported to Brazil, in comparison with the 
just under 500,000 brought to America — and its present-day legacy demanded legal recognition, 
they said. And almost two decades ago, these activists started to get their way in the form of race-
based quotas at universities. 

                                                           
7 ‘Jim Crow’ is a reference to racist segregation practices, especially in the American South, that started in the 

late 19th century and ended in the 1960s.  
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For Brazil’s black activists, however, the breach of the country’s unofficial colour-blindness has also 
been accompanied by suspicion over race fraud: people taking advantage of affirmative action 
policies never meant for them in the first place. 

 

 “These spots are for people who are phenotypically black (who are black in appearance – DG),” says 
Mailson Santiago, a history major at the Federal University of Pelotas and a member of the student 
activist group Setorial Negro. “It’s not for people with black grandmothers.” 

 

But in a country as uniquely diverse as Brazil — where 43% of citizens identify as mixed-race, and 30% 
of those who think of themselves as white have black ancestors — it is not immediately clear where 
the line between races should be drawn, nor who should draw it, and using what criteria. These 
questions have now engulfed college campuses, the public sector, and the courts. 

 

A state of racial vigilance permeated campuses across at least six states in 2016. In February of that 
year, the student activist group Coletivo Negrada reported 28 allegedly fraudulent students to the 
public prosecutor’s office in Espirito Santo state. In Bahia state alone, students across five universities, 
including the association of black medical students NegreX, reported on each other for allegedly 
faking their identity (De Oliviera 2017).  

 

As this article makes clear, Brazil’s racial history is different from that of South Africa. They never 

had official race classification, and marriages across the colour line have been common.  

1) Compare the application of affirmative action between South Africa and Brazil. If you do not have 

any knowledge of the South African situation, you need to do a google search. 

2) Read the above discussion of the social meanings of race again and then say if this extract 

provides any insight into the statement that racial differences are not inherent. In other words, they 

may differ over time and between different social contexts. Give reasons for your answer. 

 

 

Feedback 

1)  In Brazil, affirmative action policies are based upon whether people look white or black (are 

phenotypically black), because it is claimed that in Brazil, that is the basis of disadvantage.  

2)  Race does function differently depending on the social context. Brazil’s unique history 

regarding the operation of race suggests that race is not an inherent, essential difference 

between people.  
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Fanon and the psychology of racism 

Frantz Fanon originated from the French island of Martinique, which is located in the Caribbean Sea 

near Latin America. It is populated mostly by the descendants of African slaves, who were imported 

to work on the sugar plantations. He fought in the Second World War on the French side against the 

Nazis, and subsequently became a psychiatrist after studying in France. Towards the end of his life, 

he became involved in the Algerian independence struggle. He died in 1961 from leukaemia, at the 

young age of 36.  

In this section, we summarise his book Black skin white masks. We give particular attention to how 

he explained the origins of racism, as well as his analysis of how it affected black people in the form 

of feelings of inferiority. He (Fanon 1967/2008:4) starts off by saying that his analysis is 

psychological, but that it cannot be divorced from social and economic factors which caused social 

inequality. This inequality was internalised by both black and white people, creating a number of 

pathologies. We return to this below, after summarising his explanation for the rise of racism.  

As part of his explanation for white racism, Fanon (1967/2008:146) observes that in European 

thought, whiteness represents good things. Blackness, by contrast, symbolises bad things. I have 

made a list here of things generally associated with whiteness and blackness. The following things 

are regarded as white: light, reason, cleanliness, redemption and optimism. Here is a list of things 

that are regarded as black: sin, death, impurity, hopelessness and magic. Blackness is also associated 

with the body, emotions and sexuality. Many of these meanings have arisen before colonialism. 

When whites encountered black people through colonialism, these meanings came to be associated 

with the two races respectively in the minds of white people. The association between blackness and 

the body led to a conception of black people as physically strong and sexually virile. White people 

instead are seen as rational and intellectual.  

We can describe this using the concept of projection. “Projection” is a term used by psychologists to 

describe a case where a person subconsciously denies part of their personality, and instead insists 

on seeing it in somebody else. It can refer to both positive and negative personality characteristics. 

For example, a wife who denies that she is very intelligent, and maintains that it is her husband who 

is the intelligent one. In this case, she projects part of her personality, her own intelligence, onto her 

husband. The opposite also happens, especially when people subconsciously feel guilty about a part 

of their personality. In that case, they project that “bad” part of themselves on another person. This 

allows them to get rid of the guilt feelings they have about being bad in some way (Fanon 

1967/2008:147). It may thus happen that somebody who is jealous about the attention their partner 

gets will accuse him or her of jealousy.  

In the colonial encounter, whites project their own feelings of lust, their magical beliefs and their 

unruly thoughts onto black people. They thus can rid themselves of the guilt feelings that this aspect 

of their personality causes them. Fanon does not say so explicitly, but given his training in Freudian 

psycho-analysis, one can assume that he would agree that these guilt feelings are stronger in a 

conservative Christian context where sexuality is repressed. Blacks are seen as hypersexual, 

animalistic beings. They are now associated not only with their own sexuality, but they are also 

burdened with that of white people. Whites now come to feel attracted and fearful of black people 

at the same time (Fanon 1967/2008:119). They are attracted because blacks represent a part of their 
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own personality that they deny in themselves. They are afraid because the men feel weak and 

unmanly in the face of such virility and the women dread being raped. Both the fear and the 

attraction are symptoms of the pathology of projection, however. It will disappear once whites stop 

fantasising in these terms about black people, and start seeing them as fundamentally the same as 

themselves.  

Because of the power of the western media, blacks internalise the same picture of blackness as bad 

and whiteness as good that whites have. Black children read the same books at school as white kids, 

and they aspire to being white themselves (Fanon 1967/2008:112-113). They believe that if they 

learn to speak English (or French) well, and behave like white people, they will be accepted by them 

as civilised human beings. Blacks crave acceptance by the white world and its standards of success, 

because it is an acknowledgement of their own humanity. It is therefore a great shock to them when 

they realise as adults that this possibility is not open to them. Their identity as savages has already 

been manufactured for them by the white world (Fanon 1967/2008:84). They find themselves in a 

position of utter powerlessness, and this produces a feeling not only of inferiority and self-hatred, 

but also of non-existence (Fanon 1967/2008:106). Following Hegel, Fanon (1967/2008:168) argues 

that human beings only gain self-worth and self-consciousness in being acknowledged as fully 

fledged human beings by others. If they are not accepted in this manner by white people, they 

cannot develop a healthy self-concept. 

The pathology of projection has implications not only for blacks, but also for whites, because the 

latter deny part of their own personalities. The solution to this problem is twofold for Fanon 

(1967/2008:4). On the one hand, it is individual and subjective, and on the other, it is social and 

objective. The individual part boils down to black people not waiting passively for white acceptance 

but engaging forcefully for a world in which exploitation and racism is banned. The social and 

objective one involves resisting the knowledge structures and media images that have absorbed 

these demeaning representations of blacks. Ultimately, both of these would mean destroying 

exploitative and repressive power structures that limit the fulfilment of human potential. 

  

Activity 2 

1)  Give an example of your own of the psychological phenomenon of projection.  

2)  Using your own culture as a reference, can you think of examples where white has a good 

meaning and black a bad meaning? Can you think of examples that work the other way round 

(black being good and white being bad)? 

3)  Based on the exercise conducted in question 2, do you agree with Fanon's understanding of the 

meanings of white and black? Give reasons for your answer. 



  SOC1502/501   

58 

 

 

4)  Do you think the reality of racism in the world has changed since Fanon wrote his book in the 

1950s? Give reasons for your answer. 

5)  Do you think his analysis of the psychological effects of racism is accurate? Give reasons for 

your answer. 

 

Feedback 

There are no right or wrong answers here. We wanted you to think about these issues and give 

your own opinion. 

 

Bernard Magubane’s analysis of the capitalist origins of racism  

Bernard Magubane was born in 1930 in KwaZulu-Natal. His father was a labour tenant and was 

illiterate. From these conditions, he advanced his studies and eventually received a Doctorate from 

the University of California (Los Angeles). Subsequent to this, he taught at the University of Zambia 

and the University of Connecticut, among others. He returned to South Africa in 1997, and died in 

2013. He was a lifelong ANC member, and his analysis of racism in South Africa is consistent with the 

SACP’s two-stage revolution. In this section, we shall however focus on his global theory of racism, 

rather than his analysis of racism in South Africa.  

Some concepts 

In this box, we explain a number of concepts that you may find difficult.  

Rationalisation: A rationalisation is a justification for doing something. It involves giving reasons why 

a particular cause of action is morally acceptable. The thing that is justified is often somewhat 

immoral, which is why rationalisation does not have a good connotation.  

Unfree labour: Sociologists and historians typically distinguish between two types of labourers. Free 

labour is rendered by workers who do not have a legal compulsion to work for a capitalist. Their 

alternative to working for somebody else may be to starve, but it is still their choice to work or not 

to work. This is the kind of labour associated most often with modern capitalism. Historically, 

however, unfree or forced labour has been an important source of labour for employers. The most 

obvious one is slavery, where somebody is the property of another person, and is forced to work for 

that person. There are also many other types of unfree labour. In Europe, especially Eastern Europe, 

they had for centuries, a custom called serfdom. A serf was legally bound to the land of their lord, 

and needed their permission to leave, and often even to get married. South Africa's system of influx 

control bound black Africans to work on the land of the farmer in a way not too dissimilar from 

serfdom. Historically, prison labour was an important form of labour. Australia was populated, for 

example, partly with convicts who had to work in order to fulfil their sentence. Even today, prison 

labour is important economically in some states of the US. An indentured servant signed an 
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agreement with an employer to work for a certain number of years. They were generally not paid, 

because it was held that they owed the employer for transporting them and giving them lodging. In 

South Africa, the sugar industry depended on indentured Indian labourers in the 19th century. Debt 

bondage occurs when people have to work for somebody else for free in order to repay a debt. This 

obligation can be passed down the generations. Forced labour is still rife today. Slavery still persists 

in parts of North and West Africa. Debt bondage is still common in South Asia. Human trafficking is a 

recent phenomenon. It is a form of migration that often involves forced labour in the destination 

country.  

 

Magubane's central argument is that racism arose, and was subsequently kept in place, because it 

provided a rationalisation for the use of cheap and unfree black labour. This stemmed from a basic 

dilemma faced by the early slave traders and colonists: how does one reconcile the Christian 

commandment to love your neighbour as yourself on the one hand with the enslavement of subject 

peoples on the other? If the people involved in the slave trade were honest, they had to recognise 

that they were doing an incredible injustice to the slaves, and that it was against all Christian 

teachings. However, nobody wants to think in that way about themselves. People prefer to think 

that what they are doing is morally justifiable, even if it is obviously not, as in this case. And they had 

to offer justifications not only to themselves, but also to the critics of the slave trade, of which there 

were indeed significant numbers of people in Europe.  

According to Magubane (2007: 39-44), the answer to this moral dilemma was for the slave traders 

and colonists to think that the subject people were not really our neighbour because they were not 

fully human. It therefore did not really matter if they were treated badly: they deserved nothing 

better. This allowed people to salve their troubled consciences. In that respect, he follows the 

teachings of Karl Marx: people act to satisfy their material interests in wealth and power, or to 

defend themselves against those who exploit them. Ideas are therefore not the main driving force 

for change in society. People first need to make a living before they can develop ideas about life. 

Changes in the way in which production is organised in society will therefore determine how people 

will think. In this case, the development of slavery as a mode of production determined the way in 

which people will think about others. This is why he says that racism, which is a way of thinking, did 

not come first, but followed upon slavery. 

The need to justify exploitation first became an issue during the Spanish occupation and subsequent 

enslavement of Native Americans in the early 16th century. After an initial period of conquest and 

pillage, the Spanish needed labourers to work on the silver and gold mines and the sugar 

plantations. At first they made use of the Native American population. Due to a lack of natural 

immunity to diseases such as smallpox introduced by the Europeans, as well as bad working 

conditions, Native Americans started dying in large numbers. These conditions caused a member of 

the clergy, former Bishop de Las Caces, to write a book in which he denounced the treatment of the 

subject peoples. The dispute over labour conditions motivated King Charles V of Spain to call a 

meeting where theologians and legal experts debated the morality of the colonial enterprise 

(Magubane 2007:42). La Caces was opposed in this debate by theologian Juan de Sepúlveda and 

most of the local settler population. Sepúlveda rationalised conditions in terms of the need to 
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convert the Native Americans to Christianity, while the settlers mostly argued that the local 

population deserved nothing better because they were barely human (Magubane 2007:44).  

According to Magubane (2007), the arguments of the local settlers can only be understood in the 

context of their need for labourers; without a cheap and unfree labour supply they would have been 

ruined economically. In Latin America in the 16th century, we therefore see the first of many cases 

over the centuries where racism provided a rationalisation for economic interests, according to him. 

The next time this happened was in the context of the slave trade. The Native American population 

of the Caribbean soon died out almost completely due to the conditions described above. This 

caused a crisis for the plantation owners. There was a huge demand for sugar in Europe. Before 

colonisation of the Caribbean, sugar was extremely expensive in Europe. It was imported from the 

Arab countries in low volumes. Sugarcane was well-suited to the climate and soil of the Caribbean, 

but it is a labour intensive crop, and without cheap labour, it could not be produced. A solution for 

the labour shortages had to be found, and it soon arrived in the form of the African slave trade.  

You should take note that African slaves were not the only source of cheap and unfree labour that 

was considered as an alternative to the Native Americans on the sugar plantations. Indentured 

servants, convicts and Irish and Scottish prisoners of war were possibilities considered by English 

colonists. According to Magubane (2007:229), there were more than 300 capital crimes in English 

feudal law. Rather than being hanged, many people took the opportunity to be transported as 

indentured and convict labour to the colonies. Consequently, Magubane (2007:229) saw a direct 

historical connection between forced white labour and slavery, in the sense that the idea of forced 

labour was already institutionalised in Europe before slavery developed: “The African inherited his 

chains from indentured white labour”.  

The triangular trade 

African slavery was very profitable for the slave traders because it involved the so-called triangular 

trade. The first leg consisted of ships sailing from Europe to the West African coast with 

manufactured goods to trade for slaves. Goods traded included glass beads, textiles, rifles and 

alcoholic drinks. African slaves were then transported to the Americas where they were exchanged 

for sugar and rum (in later years, tobacco and cotton were added as trades). This was shipped back 

to Europe and sold on markets there.  

Large sums of money were made by the traders, and they became respectable members of the 

European society, often receiving knighthoods. Because ships needed to be outfitted and trading 

goods sourced and sold, slave traders developed close links to other parts of the economy. Slave 

traders also needed start-up capital, and for this they depended on wealthy investors who bought 

shares in their ventures (and who made huge profits as a result). Initially most traders were 

Portuguese and Spanish. They were then overtaken by the English, Dutch and French. Liverpool 

became the European city most involved in the slave trade. Over the whole period of the slave trade, 

most slaves went to Brazil. The Caribbean and the United States were the other major destinations.  
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If you have read the section on the triangular trade above, you will know that using African slaves 

was in the end more profitable than using forced white labour. Africa was probably also the only 

source of labour that was big enough to serve the massive demand in Latin America. It thus 

happened that a slave trade connecting Europe, Africa and Latin America developed, transporting 

millions of people across the Atlantic. Conditions for slaves were terrible, both while being 

transported by ship, and once they had been sold to plantation owners. The only way to make slaves 

work was through violence, either through its practice or its threat.  

Slave traders and owners were thus confronted with the same moral dilemma that Magubane 

outlined above: slavery was enormously profitable, but how could one reconcile its violence with the 

Christian dogma that we should love our neighbour? The answer was the same as the one that the 

Spanish settlers came up with: it was in the very nature of Africans to be slaves. Some came up with 

the theory that they were the descendants of Ham, one of the three children of Noah in the Bible, 

who were cursed to be forever servants to other people (actually it was Canaan who was cursed, 

one of the grandchildren, but this did not make a difference to how the story was told). There was 

also a theory that there were human ancestors other than Adam and Eve, and that the various races 

did not, in fact, have the same ancestors. This led Magubane (2007:41) to the important statement 

that racism was not the cause of slavery, but that it was a consequence of it. Slavery came first, and 

because the slaves were black, anti-black racism then followed as a justification. 

Not everybody in Europe accepted this justification for slavery. During the 18th century, there was 

increasing agitation in Britain for the slave trade to be stopped. In 1807, the British Parliament 

declared the slave trade illegal. No new slaves could be transported. Existing slaves in British 

colonies had to wait until 1833 to be freed. Banning slavery did not have a positive impact on racist 

attitudes towards black people. As we shall see below, new theories about the inferiority of Africans 

developed. This is somewhat inconsistent with Magubane's argument that racism flowed from 

slavery rather than the other way round.  

Over the course of the 19th century, arguments for black inferiority increasingly took a biological 

form (Magubane 2007). This was associated with the growing status of biology as a science. The idea 

that the various races did not have the same origin (called polygenism) now became scientifically 

respectable (Magubane 2007:138-139). Racial scientists tried to establish how the races differed in 

terms of exact measurements of characteristics such as hair shape and skin colour, as well as the 

shape of skulls. They argued that black people were incapable of advancing in civilisation due to 

their biological nature. This meant that it would be useless to give them opportunities such as 

education. Allowing them to govern themselves would be dangerous.  

The theory of evolution 

The theory of evolution was formulated by Charles Darwin and his contemporaries in the 19th 

century. It held that all life forms were in a constant struggle to survive. This was called the struggle 

for existence. Those creatures that could cope with their environment survived and passed on their 

successful characteristics to their offspring via genetic inheritance; those that did not, died out. 

Survival depends on the ability to find food and to reproduce. In the case of predators, for example, 

it means that they must be able to run fast enough to catch their prey. If they cannot run fast 
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enough, or if competing predators find a better way to catch their prey, these predators will die out. 

Because nature selects those specimens that cope well with their environment, and erase those that 

do not, species change and adapt all the time. This happens because the environment changes all 

the time. This process is the driving force for the development of species.  

Since this theory was first formulated, the understanding of evolution has moved on. Initially the 

theory only focused on competition within and between species in determining which creature 

would be successful. This led to the idea of “survival of the fittest”, as we shall see below. However, 

nowadays biologists are open to considering factors beyond competition. Some suggest, for 

example, that species that are primed to cooperate among themselves will probably be more 

successful in the struggle for existence, and that the exclusive focus on competition is wrong. 

Supporting this, there is also the controversial idea that at least the basics of morality is present in 

the higher mammals such as elephants and chimpanzees. You can watch the entertaining TED talk by 

Frans De Waal for more information on this issue:  

https://www.ted.com/talks/frans_de_waal_do_animals_have_morals#t-732152.  

 

 

Darwin's theory of evolution was applied by the so-called Social Darwinists towards the end of the 

19th century to justify all kinds of inequality. In study unit 1, we said that the theory of evolution was 

(and often still is) abused in order to deny the humanity of some people and to justify their 

oppression and exploitation. Currently, it is often used to justify gender inequality. During the 19th 

century, it was mostly used to justify class and race hierarchies. The social Darwinists were the worst 

abusers of the theory along these lines, and they were among the top reasons why biological 

explanations of human characteristics came to be viewed with suspicion. If you want to know more 

about this you should read Steven Jay Gould's The mismeasure of man. 

The idea that only those creatures who are best adapted to their environment will survive was 

interpreted via the phrase of “survival of the fittest”. Another way of saying this is that only the 

strongest will survive. For Social Darwinists this meant that those who are at the top of the social 

hierarchy deserved to be there. This applied to both wealthy people (class) and whites (race) 

(Magubane 2007:105). If you are wealthy, it shows that you are more useful to society and deserve 

to be rewarded for your contribution. A similar argument was made with regard to race: because the 

white race had managed to colonise everybody else, this meant that the future belonged to them. 

They have come out tops in the struggle for existence. To try to change that was futile, and would be 

going against nature. On the other hand, it was the destiny of the weaker races to die out. 

Ultimately, these theories claimed that it would be useless to try doing something about social 

inequality, because it was pre-ordained. It is thus clear why these theories provided justification for 

colonialism and the worst excesses of capitalism. All these theories have the same basic problem: 

even if we accept their understanding of the centrality of competition in evolution (which is in itself 

problematic, as we saw above), this does not tell us anything about how we should live. Human 

beings have morality and technology, and do not need to follow the principles of evolution in 

deciding how to act. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/frans_de_waal_do_animals_have_morals#t-732152


     SOC1502/501     

63 

 

According to Magubane (2007:105), these ideas developed in a context where the ruling classes in 

Britain were increasingly under threat from revolutionary ideas about equality. The Chartist 

movement was making demands about voting rights for the poor in Britain, and the 1848 revolts in 

Europe was experienced as deeply threatening by the wealthy and powerful. In addition, Britain was 

engaged in an imperialistic project which subjugated people all over the world. It was by far the 

most dominant colonial power. Biological conceptions were useful in dealing with all these 

challenges. They justified the rule of the capitalists, and they provided a rationalisation for colonising 

the world. 

Activity 3 

1)  Magubane (2007) believes that the need to justify slavery in a context where it was very 

profitable caused racist ideas about black people to develop. In other words, the material 

interests of slave owners in defending their ill-gotten gains overcame their moral qualms, and 

they became racists to justify the horrible things they were doing to other people. This raises an 

important question however, which we would like you to consider. If material interests always 

determine ideas, where did the critics of the slave trade come from? Could it perhaps be the 

case that ideas, in this case, Christian charity or enlightenment humanism can also be a 

powerful force in society? Or perhaps ideas can only influence people if they do not have a 

direct material interest in believing the opposite? So perhaps the critics of the slave trade were 

only people in careers such as the ministry that did not directly depend on slavery for a living? 

Please, write down your thoughts about these questions.  

2)  Liberal defenders of capitalism have reacted to the criticisms of people like Magubane by 

arguing that the slave trade was not an example of capitalism but of mercantilism. Modern 

industrial capitalism only developed since the 19th century and could not be blamed for slavery. 

In order to understand this controversy, you should google mercantilism, and see if you agree 

with this position. You can also scan the liberal argument for the free market, which appears in 

the next section, as background here. Slavery is by definition against the operations of the free 

market in labour.  

3)  Read both Fanon and Magubane's explanations for the rise of racism in the West again. 

Compare their ideas in terms of the weight they give to material interests and ideas as 

explanations for racism. Then say which of the two theorists are closest to the truth, and give 

reasons for your answer. 

 

  

Feedback 

1)  In order to answer the first question, it was perhaps necessary to find out something more 

about the critics of slavery. Who were they and what motivated them? If you have not done 

so yet, we suggest that you google these questions. 
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2)  Addressing this issue in full would demand a study dedicated to this topic by itself. There is no 

quick and easy answer here, and we only need you to have some familiarity of this question. 

3)  Fanon emphasised psychological processes and the power of ideas. Magubane clearly 

prioritised material interests rather than ideas. We cannot tell you which is right. From our 

perspective, there is some truth to both positions, but this is an issue that you have to settle 

for yourself.  

The connection between capitalist development and racism in South Africa  

In this section, we provide a brief overview of different approaches to explaining the historically 

racist nature of the South African society, particularly the apartheid period from 1948 to the late 

1980s/early1990s. The literature discussing the rise of racism goes back to the start of the colonial 

period, but we will not focus on that here. As is clear from the history of South Africa that we 

sketched in study unit 1, before the end of apartheid there were many government policies that 

discriminated against black people and advantaged whites. This raises the question why things 

turned out like this. We summarise two types of answers that have been given to this question: one 

is more idealist, that is, it emphasises ideas, and the other is more materialist in the sense that its 

main explanatory variable is economic interests in the context of a capitalist society. You will notice 

similarities between the two main explanations we advanced above for the rise of racism generally: 

Fanon's theory is more psychological and idealist, while Magubane emphasised material interests 

and capitalism. You should bear in mind that we are going to simplify a very complex discussion. If 

you want to know more, you can consult the book of Paul Maylam (2001) who provides a balanced 

discussion of the issue. 

One can divide the idealistic position into two approaches. The first one was the liberal argument 

that racist ideas and practices were incompatible with economic growth (see Greenberg 1980). It 

was most popular during the 1950s and 1960s, but has not really disappeared since. Underlying this 

argument was the idea that capitalism and capitalists were not to blame for racism and apartheid, 

but were instead disadvantaged by it. This position, advanced by writers such as Sheila van der 

Horst, entailed that capitalism depended on a market society freed from government intervention. 

In a free market, the price of a commodity is determined purely by demand and supply. In the 

context of the labour market, this means that wages depend on how many workers are needed in 

industry, and how many are available to work. If more are needed than are available, wages will rise 

and entice more workers to join the labour market. If the opposite situation unfolds, wages will fall 

and this will provide an incentive for employers to employ more workers. Changes in the prices of 

commodities provide a signal to everybody regarding exactly how many and which kinds of 

commodities were needed. This reduces waste and leads to the most efficient use of resources and 

thus to general prosperity. 

In apartheid South Africa, the liberals argued, the government had intervened in the free market in 

numerous ways that reduced economic efficiency. Besides (costly, from the viewpoint of the liberals) 

Afrikaner economic empowerment schemes to support emerging Afrikaner capitalists, the 

government had most directly intervened in the labour market through job reservation and influx 

control policies. These policies crippled the forces of demand and supply in the labour market. Job 

reservation limited the supply of skilled labour to employers because black people did not get the 
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opportunity to work in skilled occupations. It was also an obstacle to the liberal argument for a 

meritocratic society where a person's position in society depended on their achievements only and 

not the accident of their birth. Because apartheid policies were not based upon achievement and 

merit, but on race, it meant that the most suitable people could not be appointed to positions, 

which reduced economic efficiency. Influx control reduced the supply of black labourers to industries 

in the urban areas and thus limited their expansion. Both of these policies imposed costs on 

capitalists, and thus reduced their incentive to invest in order to grow the economy. Liberals 

therefore believed that apartheid did not make sense from an economic perspective, and they 

hoped that apartheid policies would eventually be scrapped once this was recognised. 

The question faced by liberals was why the government insisted on introducing racist policies in 

South Africa if it was so obviously bad for the economy, and why economic growth did not improve 

racist ideas and practices. According to liberals, racist practices were not eroded as expected 

because Afrikaners had absorbed racist ideas as part of their culture to such an extent that they 

could not distance themselves from them. Afrikaners were held to have picked up racist attitudes as 

a result of the harsh conditions on the frontier between white and black settlements in the 19th 

century, and this motivated their support for apartheid (Maylam 2001). Because Afrikaners 

constituted a majority within the white population, they determined the political direction of the 

country. Liberals hoped that forces such as urbanisation and education would eventually enlighten 

the minds of Afrikaners so that apartheid could be abolished.  

The other broadly idealist position was very critical of liberals, and was advanced by the Black 

Consciousness Movement of the 1970s, particularly in the person of Steve Biko. He regarded racism, 

and the tendency to capitalist exploitation, to be the product of the selfish and individualistic culture 

of white people. He believed that the sharing and communal values of black people were a solution 

to this state of affairs. White people benefited economically and in other respects from apartheid, so 

he did acknowledge the importance of material interests. However, for him, racism was primarily a 

cultural phenomenon. The first response to it should be the self-assertion and the psychological 

liberation of the black person from feelings of inferiority against white people. Only once this has 

happened would effective resistance to white domination be possible. After Biko was killed by the 

apartheid security police in 1977, the Black Consciousness position continued to develop. Eventually 

it arrived at a more materialist analysis of apartheid, with some similarities to the Marxist argument 

described below. It continued to emphasise the independent importance of race as a causal factor, 

however. 

The materialist or Marxist analysts such as Martin Legassick did not believe that racism was 

incompatible with capitalist economic growth. That argument might work to explain the rise of 

capitalism in England, according to them, although even here, Marxists such as Magubane would 

point to the role of slavery in stimulating early capitalist development. In a colonial context, 

however, capitalism did not operate in the way liberals believed it did. There was no place for the 

free market in labour, particularly. For example, in an economy based upon plantation agriculture 

that demanded a cheap labour force (as in the case of the sugar plantations of the Caribbean), 

labourers were often not allocated to particular employers through the operation of the free 

market. The same applied to the case of gold mining in South Africa, which provided the impetus to 

its economic development.  
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These kinds of economies instead depend on the range of unfree labour situations outlined in the 

reading box labelled “Some concepts” above (it is a good idea to quickly scan that reading box again 

as revision). The state is central to this. It imposes conditions aimed at supplying a cheap and 

rightless labour force (Fisher, Schlemmer & Webster 1978:12). State measures to produce unfree 

labour cannot be applied to citizens who have the power of the vote. The colonial context where 

people are divided into citizens and non-citizens on the basis of race is therefore functional to 

capitalism, as it makes it possible to impose forced labour on non-citizens. Contrary to the liberal 

position, under these conditions, capitalist development is not opposed to racist ideas and practices. 

Instead it entrenches them.  

Marxists thus argued that state intervention in the labour market though racist policies such as 

influx control did not harm the capitalist economy, but supported it. Because of the low grade of ore 

that the gold miners had to deal with, cheap labour was essential to the profitability of the mines. 

The migrant labour system was essential to ensuring that capitalists had the cheap labour force that 

it needed. Because migrant labourers left their families behind in the rural areas due to influx 

control, and because their incomes were considered to be subsidised by the farming that their 

families were supposedly still doing on their behalf, they could be paid less than other labourers. If 

they became unemployed, they had to return to their areas of origin. Their fears of loosing their 

source of income in this way made them easier to control. In addition, the trade union rights of black 

people were restricted under apartheid. In combination, these factors made it less likely that they 

would protest their low wages and go on strike. This racially discriminatory system of labour control 

eventually helped not only the gold mines, but all capitalists. Conditions for capital accumulation 

were thus good, because this system provided high profits that could be reinvested in production. 

This boosted economic growth. The costs imposed by job reservation on capitalists was small 

compared to the overall advantages the racist labour market provided to capitalists.  

The contrast between the liberal and Marxist arguments regarding the role of capitalism in a racist 

society should now be clear to you. The liberals thought that racist measures harmed capitalism, 

while the Marxists believed that it was functional to it in a colonial context. They believed that 

capitalists were to blame for apartheid and at least some of them thought that a socialist revolution 

was essential to get rid of it. The official South African Communist Party position, with which the 

ANC agreed, did not support this, however. They believed that a two-stage revolution was 

necessary. The first revolution was the national democratic one, in which apartheid was destroyed. 

The second stage involved the socialist one. Liberals by contrast, blamed Afrikaners, and placed their 

hopes in the economic growth and development that a free capitalist market would bring. In 

evaluating these arguments, you should consider that the different positions were formulated at 

different times. The liberal argument was more popular in the 1950s and 1960s, while the Marxist 

argument was more prominent in the 1970s and 1980s. We return to the significance of this in our 

feedback to activity 4.4.  

One of the points of disagreement in the liberal/Marxist debate was how far back racist ideas and 

practices go in the South African history (Maylam 2001). Liberals thought that it started already in 

the early 19th century frontier, while Marxist placed it at the beginning of the process of capitalist 

development in South Africa, particularly the discovery of diamonds and gold at the end of the 19th 

century. According to Maylam (2001:233), this question becomes easier to resolve if we distinguish 
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firstly between a “loosely articulated racial consciousness” and an “explicit racial ideology and 

theory”. There is evidence that already by the end of the Dutch colonial period, white people were 

aware of themselves as a separate and privileged group. At that stage, however, the racial categories 

were not yet so fixed in people's minds. Over the course of the 19th century, however, the 

distinction between white and black, and the belief in the superiority of white people became much 

more rigid in the minds of the white population. This can be seen in the rise of scientific racist ideas 

in the Eastern Cape and the growth of explicit and rigid racial categories (Maylam 2001:109).  

Racism also became more institutionalised over this period. At the beginning, it was nothing more 

than “informal racial practice” (Maylam 2001:233). In other words, racial difference did not get 

much state support and it was something that was practiced by individuals. With the rise of diamond 

and gold mining around the turn of the century, it became “formalised and institutionalised” 

(Maylam 2001:116-117, 121-122, 233). According to Maylam, both the liberal and Marxist 

arguments therefore contain an element of the truth. The same applies to the causal arguments 

according to Maylam (2001:127): while the rise of racist ideas and practices were closely bound up 

with class interests, it cannot be reduced to those interests. Ideas made an autonomous 

contribution to the rise of racist ideas and practices. Both ideal and material factors therefore need 

to be acknowledged. Finally, Maylam (2001:237) argues that there is no particular part of the white 

community that bears primary responsibility for the racist form of the society. Generally, English 

speakers in the early 19th century Eastern Cape were as racist as farmers in the Boer republics. 

There were, of course, many exceptions to this general trend, but overall, all sectors of the white 

community were guilty of racism.  

Activity 4 

1)  Summarise the liberal and Marxist arguments regarding the role of capitalism in the rise of 

apartheid. In the light of the negotiated settlement of the 1990s, which of the two positions do 

you think were closest to the truth? You need to consider that things have changed since. Give 

reasons for your answer.  

2)  How do you think a liberal and a Marxist would react to the current situation in South Africa? 

How would they view the current position of capitalism in the country: as positive or negative? 

 

 

Feedback 

1)  Here we provide our own view regarding who was right. The Marxist argument that apartheid 

produced a cheap labour force was no longer true in the 1980s. As part of a package of reforms 

to apartheid, the government relaxed restrictions on non-racial trade unions by the late 1970s. 

Wages rose rapidly in response to this. The advantages that capitalists got from apartheid now 

paled in comparison to the threats to their future well-being posed by a possible future 

socialist revolution. They started to pressurise government to end apartheid, and it was partly 

because of this pressure that the negotiations to end apartheid took place. In the end, both of 

these positions thus contained an element of the truth.  
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2)  We can only speculate here. Probably liberals would emphasise the importance of economic 

growth, and the need to insist on a meritocracy. They would therefore be critical of 

employment equity and BEEE policies for the same reasons that they were against policies to 

advance the white working class. Marxists would point to the need to get rid of capitalist 

exploitation now that apartheid is out of the way.  

Conclusion 

Hopefully you now have a clearer understanding of why race is such a difficult problem to eliminate 

in society. It draws upon common psychological processes such as projection, and it is deeply 

embedded in basic conceptions of what is good and bad in Western culture. It also provides 

justification for economic inequality. You should also have a better grasp of its negative 

consequences in the form of feelings of inferiority, among others.You should now also be aware, 

however, that racial conceptions are not with us forever - they can, and do change. In this unit, we 

have highlighted one dimension of inequality among those we introduced in unit 3. What is left for 

us is to consider the impact of gender in society, as well as how these different inequalities relate to 

each other via the concept of intersectionality. These issues are discussed in the next study unit.  

Self-assessment questions 

1.  Write two paragraphs in which you explain the social meanings of race. 

2.  “Race is not an unchanging phenomenon”. Discuss this statement and give examples of 

changing racial conceptions.  

3.  What is projection? Give your own example of it.  

4.  Write two paragraphs in which you summarise Fanon’s argument regarding the causes and 

consequences of racism. 

5.  Summarise the connection that Magubane makes between slavery and racist ideas and 

practices. Why was slavery the answer to colonial labour needs, rather than unfree white 

labour?  

6.  What was the connection between scientific racism and the process of colonisation according to 

Magubane?  

7. Write a paragraph on each of the three explanations for the rise of racist ideas and practices in 

South Africa.  
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Theme 2: Inequality in South Africa 

Study Unit 5: Gender 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Compare biological and social constructionist views of gender 

 Compare Western and African feminist developments 

 Analyse the importance of masculinity studies 

 Evaluate the importance of the concept intersectionality for gender studies 

 

Key concepts: 

The following concepts will be used in this study unit. Make sure that you understand the meaning 

of these concepts before you study the unit. 

 Power 

 Binary categorisation 

 Sex vs gender 

 Social construction 

 Consanguineal 

 Biological determinism 

 Ideal types 

 

Introduction 

Similar to class and race, we regard gender as a social construct. In other words, the meaning of 

gender is discussed and negotiated between people on a continued basis. The outcomes of these 

negotiations have direct effects on how people live - from what they wear (or not wear) to how 

empowered or disempowered they are in their particular communities. You will notice in the study 

units on family and education that gender socialisation, in other words, acting like a specific notion 

of being a girl or boy, is instilled from a young age. 

A criticism of the social construction of gender is that it does not take the gendered body of the 

individual into consideration. We will thus start this chapter by focusing on the biological aspects of 

gender and how this impacts on notions of gender. We will thereafter consider the binary approach 

to maleness and femaleness. A brief historical tour through Western feminism will follow, after 

which, African feminism will be discussed in more detail. The activism of women’s movements in 

South Africa in particular will be highlighted. Lastly, we will pay attention to the rapid development 

of masculinity studies, both internationally and in South Africa 
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Biological determinism and social constructions of gender 

Being a man or a woman is often integral in people’s understanding of who they are. If you ask 

someone to determine the sex of another person, they will probably use external cues to answer 

that question. Yet, external cues are often socially constructed (by superficial aspects such as 

hairstyle and clothing) and are more related to a person’s gender identification, whether they 

identify as being male, female or neither. If the shape or size of the body or specific body parts (such 

as genitalia) are used to determine sex, in some cases the body may turn out to be neither male nor 

female. 

 

Activity 1 

Read the following excerpt from a novel based on the life of an intersexed person from the Greek 

ancestry, growing up in the USA, and then answer the questions: 

“I was born twice: first, as a baby girl, on a remarkably smogless Detroit day in January of 1960; 

and then again, as a teenage boy, in an emergency room near Petoskey, Michigan, in August of 

1974. Specialized readers may have come across me in Dr. Peter Luce’s study, “Gender Identity in 

5-Alpha-Reductase Pseudohermaphrodites,” published in the Journal of Pediatric Endocrinology in 

1975. Or maybe you’ve seen my photograph in chapter sixteen of the now sadly outdated 

Genetics and Heredity. That’s me on page 578, standing naked beside a height chart with a black 

box covering my eyes. 

My birth certificate lists my name as Calliope Helen Stephanides. My most recent driver’s license 

(from the Federal Republic of Germany) records my first name simply as Cal. I’m a former field 

hockey goalie, long-standing member of the Save-the-Manatee Foundation, rare attendant at the 

Greek Orthodox liturgy, and, for most of my adult life, an employee of the U.S. State Department. 

Like Tiresias, I was first one thing and then the other. I’ve been ridiculed by classmates, guinea-

pigged by doctors, palpated by specialists, and researched by the March of Dimes.” (Eugenides, 

2002) 

Pay attention to the provided dates of the two births, what do you notice about the language 

used by the author to refer to intersex people? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Have you ever met (to your knowledge) an intersex person? Or, if you are an intersex person, do 

you tell people you meet that you are an intersex person?  

________________________________________________________________________________ 

What do you think are the reasons for your answer to the question above (whatever it may be)? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Feedback 

You would have noticed that an older term “hermaphrodite” is used above but please note that 

the term “intersex” is preferred. Being intersex is not often discussed in public discourse yet high 

profile cases and spokespeople, such as the Belgium born model Hanne Gaby Odiele and Miss 

Mamelodi Sundowns, Sharon Rose Khumalo, do prompt discussions on the topic from time to 

time. Although accurate data sets are not available for the frequency of being intersex (since the 

criteria for determining if someone is an intersex baby is fuzzy), it is estimated that one out of 

1 500 people are intersex people (Strachan & Van Buskirk 2011).  

Usually external genitalia are used to determine the sex at birth, but it may be atypical (which was 

the case with the character in the novel above). Sometimes the reproductive anatomy of a person 

does not match the external genitalia, a fact that may only be discovered much later. Intersex 

people are often assigned the gender that is the closest resemblance to their genitalia. In the past, 

surgical procedures were often used to remove or modify specific body parts of babies (Wiesner-

Hanks 2011). Such invasive procedures are rarer today because the decisions made at birth may 

clash with the developing gender identification of the individual, resulting in emotional turmoil, a 

fact that the medical profession is becoming more attuned to. Yet, often owing to the bewilderment 

of family members at the discovery of an intersex baby and ill-advised medical teams, surgical 

procedures are still used today to change the genitalia of babies.  

As is clear from the above excerpt, it is difficult for many people to come to terms with being 

intersex since it is not often talked about. Being aware of intersex people (or being an intersex 

person) challenges the biological binary conceptualisation of being either male or female. Moreover, 

it has practical implications for many people. In South Africa, the activist group “Intersex South 

Africa” managed the inclusion of references to intersex people in legislation only after considerable 

lobbying. This activist group continues to engage with government departments, such as the 

Department of Home Affairs, in cases where citizens experience discrimination by officials. An 

example of such interactions is changing one’s gender on identity documents (see “Statements” 

under www.home-affairs.gov.za). 

Where biological determinism is challenged by being intersex, the social construction of what it 

means to be male or female has often been confronted but by none more than transgender and 

transsexual people. To be transsexual implies that you are living in a body that does not match your 

gender identity. Moreover, a transsexual person wants to live as a person of another gender. Since 

modern surgery and hormonal treatments make it possible for people to actually change their sexual 

category to align it with their gender identity, certain people choose to undergo such procedures 

willingly. A related term is transgender, and although it includes transsexual people, it also refers to 

certain cross-dressers (who regularly or occasionally dress up in clothes associated with people of 

another gender) and people that live and express themselves beyond socially specified gender 

norms (Norton & Herek 2012:66).  

Judith Butler (2004) contends that transgender and transsexual people, as well as the intersex 

movement, challenge our norms regarding gender. She argues that the experiences of bodies have 

to be “reworked” in order to contest the normative ideals of bodies. This reworking of norms is 

required to make a “liveable life” for more people possible. We would argue that it is clear that the 

http://www.home-affairs.gov.za/
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biology of the body is important, but its importance translates to a social context where we 

categorise or label the body. If these categories are not flexible and dynamic, we restrict the body 

and its potential is undermined. Our understanding of gender, or the social construction of gender, is 

thus ultimately making life either liveable or unbearable for others. Let us pay closer attention to the 

social construction of gender. 

Activity 2 

Think back to this morning when you woke up and had to get ready to leave your home, did you 

do anything that can be regarded as gender specific grooming? 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Feedback 

We seldom think about gender specific ways in which we conduct ourselves since it is often 

ingrained in us. Various aspects can be seen as gender specific, from the clothes we wear to the 

way we style our hair (or remove it through shaving). The majority of people would have a 

different routine of grooming in the morning if they regarded themselves as having a different 

gender from the one they have at present. 

The social construction of gender refers to entrenched views of how men and women “should 

behave”. Wetherell (1996), in explaining the social construction of identities more generally, views 

“individual social identities” as projects that are made and remade. This construction process is 

based upon “collective understandings” of socially significant categories such as gender, race and 

class. Collective understandings of these categories are formed and reiterated through dialogue, 

experiences and observations. We use our immediate experiences and conversations as well as 

more distant notions (through the mass media) to reach collective understandings of these 

categories. One is thus not born with a social identity, but it develops throughout life.  

People usually want to make sense of their identities by presenting it as “unified narratives” (stories 

that make sense) of the diverse relationships and activities that form part of their lives. In trying to 

construct such a unified narrative, certain aspects of one’s life are highlighted whilst others are 

repressed. Behaviour, thoughts, emotions or experiences that do not make sense, are simply 

regarded as “out of character” or/and then erased or downplayed in presenting a life story. Not 

everybody manages to present a unified narrative since there are just too many irreconcilable 

contradictions in their lives. In trying to construct a life story, there is an active element of 

construction, but since the individual lives within certain limitations, a passive element is also 

present. Furthermore, the multiple versions of one life story hint at the fragmented and 

contradictory nature of identities (Wetherell 1996). 

The daily social construction of what we understand gender to be is thus both active (when re-

enacting it or trying to change it) but also passive (by accepting it). It is important to understand that 

gender is thus not a fixed term and we all know this since our views of gender changed dramatically 

within the last century or so. One of the major reasons why this changed was the establishment of 

feminism, the next topic of discussion. 
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Feminism 

Before discussing the different aspects of feminism, consider your own views on the topic for a 

moment. 

Activity 3 

When you hear the word feminism, what images come to mind and what are your feelings 

towards these images? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Feedback 

Lay people often snub feminism, and some even refer to it as the F-word. This is perplexing since 

feminism in essence refers to the just treatment of men and women and giving everybody equal 

opportunities. Yet, the history of feminism is multifaceted and certain icons and symbols of 

feminism are seen as representative of all feminists. For example, feminists are sometimes 

described as women who hate men even though this may only apply to a minute number of 

feminists. On the other side of the coin, some people regard being a feminist as central to their 

self-identity and a prerequisite for achieving or striving for more equal societies. Men are often 

particularly conflicted about their views on the topic and although some men are indeed 

feminists, others merely see themselves as sympathetic towards the cause and others wish to run 

for the hills when they hear the word. Feminism has also been criticised for only representing the 

plight of white middle class women, especially those living in Western societies such as the UK and 

the USA. We will trace this latter notion in more detail below. 

Since feminism originated in Western countries, let us consider these developments before 

embarking on an understanding of African feminism. 

Western feminism 

Western feminism is often described as the unfolding of historical waves. The first wave centred on 

suffrage rights for women and in the USA for example, it was accompanied by broader issues of 

concern such as the end of slavery. The first wave can roughly be dated towards the end of the 19th 

and beginning of the 20th centuries. The second wave gained momentum in the 1960s and 

dominated for almost three decades and the third wave emerged in the early 1990s. Some argue 

there is a fourth wave of feminism but this is still contested. The waves of feminism are linked up 

with certain historic events in the late 19th and 20th centuries such as the Industrial Revolution, the 

Second World War and globalisation. The first two waves are associated with European and North 

American developments, mostly led by white middle class women, and it is only in the third wave 

that feminism had wider appeal to black women, women from different socioeconomic classes, 

women from developing countries, women from the East and the South, women practising 

particular religious traditions and so forth (Rabe 2014).  
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Feminism can also be analysed according to different strands, each with a particular history 

embedded within a specific worldview (e.g. liberal, radical, black and Marxist feminism). Let us 

briefly look at the main strands of feminism. 

Radical feminism 

Radical feminists regard men as the beneficiaries of gender exploitation. Men are seen as patriarchs 

since they have power within the family and the public domain whilst women do not. Childcare and 

housework are regarded as unpaid work by women from which men benefit. Since women are tied 

up in such unpaid work, they are excluded from positions of power in the wider society. The family is 

thus a central institution of oppression where women are oppressed. According to this view, men 

should be held accountable for the exploitation of women as well as other social evils they have 

caused, for example, war and the destruction of the environment. According to radical feminists, 

women have to take action to remedy gender inequality and this should preferably be done without 

the help of men. Some extreme radical feminists even argue that only lesbian women can be true 

feminists since they can have meaningful domestic lives and intimate relationships independently of 

men. An even more extreme belief by a small group of radical feminists is that women are morally 

superior to men and matriarchy should replace patriarchy. A more moderate radical feminist view is 

that men and women are basically the same and that differences between them are largely the 

result of social construction (Haralombos & Holborn 2000). 

Marxist feminism 

According to Marxist feminists, the main cause of women’s exploitation is capitalism. Although all 

men benefit from women’s unpaid work, capitalists are the primary beneficiaries. Further, women 

bear and raise future generations of workers for the benefit of capitalists. Within a capitalist system, 

private property and not owning the means of production are disadvantaging women. A distinction 

is drawn between women from the ruling class and the proletariat and, unlike radical feminists, it is 

believed that men and women from the working classes can work together to change society. It is 

believed that in a new socialist society with its emphasis on communal ownership, gender 

inequalities will disappear (Haralombos & Holborn 2000). The importance of gender in relation to 

class is thus underlined here, but with the aim to eradicate the differences by wiping out class and 

gender divisions within a new social order. 

Liberal feminism 

Liberal feminism appeals to more people since its core views are not as extreme as the previous two 

types of feminism. According to liberal feminists, both men and women are disadvantaged when 

living in a society of gender inequalities since neither men nor women can live creative fulfilling lives 

in such societies. Whereas women cannot develop their skills to step into positions of power, men 

are discouraged from expressing their emotions openly, which may lead to superficial or distant 

relationships with children, wives and even friends. In order to reach greater gender equality, the 

entire culture has to change. Such changes include the socialisation of children, developing and 

practising policies that give equal access to opportunities and removing sexist images in the media 

(Haralombos & Holborn 2000). 
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All three of the above expressions of feminism developed within a Western framework and 

understanding of gender inequalities. All three became more nuanced over time, so the above is a 

mere outline of the initial core assumptions. Let us now turn to black, and more specifically African 

feminism, but first it is worthwhile to consider the term intersectionality. 

Intersectionality 

As was shown above, radical feminism in particular focused on gender being the main hierarchical 

division of power in societies. However, we know this is not always the case as you have seen in the 

previous two study units that both race and class also play important roles. Below we will also 

highlight the importance of age (or seniority). To understand how multiple forms of oppression can 

affect a person simultaneously, the term intersectionality is of importance. As early as 1989, 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (a black female lawyer from the USA) used the term to illuminate the different 

experiences of different women. The often quoted line “Ain’t I a woman?” uttered by a black slave 

woman to highlight how slave owners regarded white women as entirely different from black slave 

women (Weldon 2008), underlined the relationship between race and gender in cases of oppression.  

There is a view that multiple forms of oppression or discrimination are simply added up leading to 

“‘oppression Olympics’ for scarce resources” (Choo & Ferree 2010:130). However, such a view does 

not give justice to the implications of the term intersectionality since it does not take into account 

how different forms of oppression interact. What is of importance is how the hierarchical nature of 

constructs, such as race and gender, influence each other within a specific context. Categories of 

social relations can thus not be understood in isolation (Weldon 2008). The term intersectionality 

helps to understand and “give a voice to the oppressed”. This implies in practice “a focus on 

inclusion of the experiences of multiple marginalised persons and groups” instead of seeing the 

different forms of inequality as segmented (Choo & Ferree 2010:131). 

These views on intersectionality is of importance to keep in mind when discussing African feminism, 

since many women in Africa experience multiple forms of oppression simultaneously. 

African feminism 

“Until recently, the reference point for Western feminists and African women activists have been 

totally different, because Western women were emphasizing individual female autonomy, while 

African women have been emphasizing culturally linked forms of public participation” (Mikell 

1997:4). It is thus claimed that Western women’s emphasis on the emancipation of the individual is 

different from an African feminism that draws on culture and underscores the connectedness of 

people in struggling against forms of exploitation. 

The experience of colonialism is integral to the understanding of feminism on the African continent. 

On the one hand, it can be argued that gender hierarchies were embedded in African societies and 

that such power inequalities were intensified by colonialism. On the other hand, some argue that 

gender inequality on the African continent is mainly the result of colonisation (Salo 2001). Mikell 

(1997:2), for example, maintains that European colonisation increased discrimination against African 

women as men were given “increased recognition relative to women”. 
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Mikell (1997:4) argues at the end of the 20th century that “the slowly emerging African feminism is 

distinctly heterosexual, pro-natal, and concerned with many ‘bread, butter, culture, and power’ 

issues.” Sexual orientation, motherhood and survival strategies as linked up with unequal power 

relations are thus all mentioned here. Let us look at these three issues in a little more detail by 

looking critically at the sexual orientation claim and then discussing motherhood and daily activities 

of survival in relation to African feminism. 

Same-sex relationships in Africa 

The view that African feminism is necessarily heterosexual is disputed by a large body of literature as 

captured by Currier and Migraine-George (2017:134):  

“However since the early 2000s, historians, ethnographers, and scholars have not only 

worked on debunking the myth that homosexuality is un-African but have also documented 

Africans’ same-sex sexual practices before, during, and after colonialism, resolutely adopting 

Afrocentric queer perspectives in their works and thereby engaging in a productive and 

multivalent dialogue with U.S.-based queer studies.” 

Initially scholars searched for “lesbian communities” within African societies but nothing was found. 

The reason for this is that female same-sex eroticism is often contained within other relationships 

and not regarded as peculiar or threatening to heterosexual marital relationships (examples from 

countries such as Lesotho, Burkina Faso, Nigeria and Ghana were captured) (Currier & Migraine-

George 2017:135). In some contexts, the circumstances under which same-sex relationships were 

practiced in Africa were thus different from the way it is understood in Western countries. This 

challenges the binary approach to sexuality as being either hetero- or homosexual.  

Similarly, there was an “invisibility” of black gay men and evidence of same-sex acts between black 

men on the mines and in prisons (Moodie 1994; Niehaus 2002) was denounced as imitations of 

heterosexual unions in the absence of wives. Yet in Moodie’s (1994) research, some men continued 

living as homosexual men long after leaving the mines. Epprecht’s (2005) research in Lesotho is 

another example of the open, long-standing existence of homosexuality within African contexts.  

From media reports, we have witnessed the casting of all same-sex relationships as “un-African” in 

countries such as Zimbabwe, Namibia and particularly in Uganda. In South Africa, the term 

“corrective rape” is used to supposedly force women to become heterosexual since same-sex 

relationships are cast as “un-African”. If there is, then such an overwhelming body of literature 

confirming the various ways in which same-sex relationships were constituted in Africa, we have to 

ask why the persistence on categorising it as not part of African cultures? A legal feminist scholar 

from Uganda, Sylvia Tamale (2013), argues that “non-conforming sexualities” are used by 

dictatorships to weaken democracy in African countries as well as elsewhere (e.g. Nazi Germany). In 

Africa, dictators distort the history to serve their own nefarious goals: “State-orchestrated ‘moral 

panics’ have always served as an effective decoy to distract attention from the more significant 

socioeconomic and political crises afflicting society” (Tamale 2013:33). It can be concluded that 

same-sex relationships are part of African practices, but denouncing specific forms of sexual 

expression between consenting individuals is un-African. 
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African feminism and relational roles 

Women’s activism has often been linked to their roles as mothers, wives, sisters and other relational 

roles in Africa and especially in South Africa. For example, the 1956 march by women to the Union 

Buildings in Pretoria to protest against the carrying of “passes”.8 The women protested against the 

pass laws by pointing out that they could not fulfil their roles as mothers and wives with these 

restrictions placed on them. Such claims by women resonate with a type of conservative feminism 

referred to as “conservative militancy”, but in a more forceful way (Britton & Fish 2009). Stevenson 

(2011:133), in focusing on Tswana women, argues that during the apartheid struggle, women 

reconstructed their images as mothers since those roles gave them “power and worth in society”. In 

other words, since women were stripped of power by the apartheid regime, they embraced those 

aspects that gave them power prior to colonisation and apartheid. Stevenson (2011:134) refers to 

this as “activist mothers”.  

Sudarkasa (in Stevenson 2011:140) argues that the status of women was understood in relation to 

men in a gendered society in the Western world. When then looking at African patrilineal societies, 

the overt deference wives gave towards their husbands was misunderstood by Western scholars 

because this view of women was too narrow. Outside their roles as wives, women were also 

mothers and senior consanguineal kinswomen with authority and greatly respected. It can be argued 

that women were far more integrated in the societal structures during pre-colonial times.  

Oyeronke Oyewumi even argues in the publication, The invention of women; making an African 

sense of western gender discourses (1997), that gender is not a significant social category for the 

Yoruba (in western Nigeria) but rather seniority. She argues that a person is always senior or junior 

to another person within the kin system. As one gets older, one becomes more senior. In her view, 

this seniority is more important than wealth, rank or sex in the stratification of society. She further 

argues that the Yoruba language does not indicate gender and social distinctions are not made 

according to anatomical differences. She concludes that power is not assigned according to gender 

as is the case in Western societies. Her analysis is challenging the entrenched gender construction, 

and although she highlights the importance of age and seniority in Africa societies (that are often 

overlooked), she has also been criticised. The fact that gender is not indicated so explicitly in 

language does not mean that it does not play a role. Also, seniority on its own is not the determining 

source of power in all contexts in the Yoruba society, rather, seniority in relation to other constructs 

forms the basis of power (Bakare-Yusuf 2002). Again, the theoretical construct intersectionality is of 

importance here since the specific context reveals that age and the concomitant seniority that may 

accompany it, cannot be separated from gender. 

Feminism and survival 

Although many women on the African continent are simply caught up in the daily tasks of survival, 

the same feminist principles of political, economic and social equality are aspired to (Salo 2001). 

                                                           
8 A pass was an identity document that all black people in so-called “white areas” had to carry during the 

height of the apartheid years to prove that they were there “legitimately”. It was usually obtained if employed 

by a white person. 
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Perhaps Patricia McFadden’s (2016) plea for African women to reimagine a future in which they can 

live a creative life that they want, is helping us to connect the different forms of feminism as she 

draws inspiration from various African and Western scholars to make this plea. When focusing on 

families, family policy and survival in theme 3, this aspect will be further analysed in terms of 

gender. 

We have thus mentioned the link between colonialism and women’s lives in Africa that is often still 

associated with survival issues today. We have also shown that a number of skew portrayals of 

gender in Africa are floating around. These myths have been smashed by careful research and we 

have noted that sexual orientation is more multi-faceted than it may appear at first glance. Lastly, 

gendered power relationships in Africa cannot be judged by simply using a Western lens since power 

relationships are more nuanced. 

Feminism in South Africa 

Certain of the elements identified in African feminism are clearly relevant to South Africa. At the 

same time, Western feminism influenced many white (and other) women for decades. Although 

there are clear differences between these streams, at times they may also complement each other.  

Feminism in South Africa was characterised by a strong activist element. Much of this was cultivated 

during the apartheid years. Similar to the civil rights movement in the USA, black women in South 

Africa struggled against a racist regime, forming a united front with black men against the state. On 

the one hand, women’s rights took a back seat in this struggle and on the other hand, racial divides 

made a “sisterhood” across racial boundaries unlikely. In South Africa, some organisations, such as 

The Black Sash, tried to overcome racial divides. The organisation aimed to practically demonstrate 

that not all white people supported the apartheid policies of the time. Despite the good intentions, 

the organisation ended up with a white leadership. In the 1960s this ideology shifted and women 

from different racial categories worked together on a more equal footing to address human rights 

issues, for example, providing legal assistance to families of political prisoners (Britton & Fish 2009). 

This organisation is continuing to fight for equality in the post-apartheid South Africa by addressing 

issues of gender equality through activism. 

During the early 1990s in South Africa, various women’s organisations, civic movements, religious 

groups, informal groups and women in exile were brought together under an umbrella organisation 

called the Women’s National Coalition (WNC). This was not an easy process but it was characterised 

by a strong commitment. A realignment to African feminism was paramount with a greater focus on 

motherhood and the body, and sexuality. Many of the feminist leaders then went to parliament and 

this contributed to the women’s movement becoming fragmented. In the democraticising process, 

this weakening of the women’s movement is often noted as a post-transitional problem (Gouws 

2010:13-13).  

Historically, one of the strengths of the feminist work in South Africa was its close links to the lived 

experiences and struggles of women in different sectors of society. This resonates with feminist 

traditions in other developing countries, referred to as Third World feminism (Ackerly & Attanasi 

2009). Despite this rich tradition of activist feminism, Amanda Gouws (2010) illuminates how local 

feminist movements struggle to be heard within a government that grouped women with children 
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and people living with disabilities in one state department. She refers to this as “state feminist 

inactivism”. Hassim (2003) used the term “gender pact” to refer to the belief amongst gender 

activists that the state will ensure gender equality. Indeed, the young democracy of South Africa 

developed various quotas and reached milestones for employing relatively high percentages of 

women in seemingly powerful positions, but this did not trickle down to all sectors of society. 

Hassim (2003) describes how the women’s protests in South Africa became sporadic and centred on 

specific issues. This resulted in women’s social movements being characterised by upsurges and 

declines. 

We have recently witnessed, in South Africa, how women’s groups repeatedly support authoritarian 

masculine rule. This underscores the fact that not all women’s movements are feminist movements 

and not all women’s leadership is feminist leadership (Lewis 2008). Patricia Mcfadden refers to this 

as “the hijacking of ‘Gender’” and discusses it within the broader African context: 

“This patriarchal incarceration of women through normalized ‘roles’ and ‘duties’ was 

illuminated by the invention of the notion of gender and its insistence that it was not about 

sex but about locations and practices of exploitation and exclusion from power. As the 

notion took hold across the world, and women on the African continent began to link 

development with gender, questioning the status quo and ‘naturalness’ of who women were 

told they are, what they could not do or say or be, the strategy of mainstreaming gender 

was hatched, (usually linked to support for women’s organizations) and over a period of 25 

years, gender became about everyone; it became a panacea for all the challenges our 

societies posed, and a response to all the demands that women had made; it became a state 

and UN language and men readily positioned themselves within it as a ‘framework’ which 

very effectively and deliberately silenced women and pushed them back to the margins of 

their societies.” (McFadden 2016:2) 

McFadden (2016:3) further makes a clear distinction between women using the term gender as a 

tool for “neocolonial upward social mobility” without bringing about real change to the majority of 

women’s lived experiences. There is, of course, a backlash from women using gender for self-gain 

towards feminists who illuminate such behaviour (or “call them out”). 

Feminism can thus be a positive force if it stays close to the actual experiences of all women and 

highlights the discrimination and ill treatment certain women experience. It is undeniable that the 

lives of many women benefitted enormously through the general changes feminism brought to 

societies. It is, however, clear that the feminist project is far from done since people are unfairly 

treated on a daily basis based simply on their gender.  

Let us now consider gender further by focusing on masculinity studies. 

Masculinity studies 

Through feminism, there was thus a major reconstruction of how gender is understood, but what 

does this mean for men? Clearly if gender relations changed, men’s positions would have also 

changed. Connell (2003) argues that since women changed the way they live their lives, men 

necessarily have to deal with different economic arrangements, emotional and power relationships. 
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If gender equality is the aim, the cooperation of men is required. As McFadden’s stated above, not 

all feminists are prepared to work with men as there are deep suspicions that men are redefining 

women’s issues as gender issues. Gender is then hijacked by men to get it under their control (see 

McFadden above). Such tensions will probably continue as women want to carefully guard against 

reversing the gains made by feminism. 

Although men have always been studied, they were not really studied as gendered beings. Their 

relational aspects, for example, being a father, husband or brother, did not receive that much 

attention historically. In the past 30 years, this has changed dramatically. Let us look at masculinity 

studies by starting with the term patriarchy. 

Patriarchy and masculinities 

Patriarchy is usually defined as the power that men have over women, but patriarchy may take 

various forms. Wiesner-Hanks (2011) gives the example of “dual patriarchy” where there was 

combined power of colonial administrators and husbands/fathers over women in colonised 

countries. This does not mean that colonial administrators had the same level of power since the 

colonial administrators also had power over the colonised “husbands/fathers”. In the South African 

apartheid context, black men and white men were placed in a hierarchical order during the 

colonising and apartheid periods, with black men always taking a secondary position. Even currently 

in South Africa, certain sectors of the white community may still regard white superiority as a given, 

a fact that is possibly fuelled by thousands of black male labourers working for “white bosses” in, for 

example, the construction and maintenance industries (Rabe 2014). 

However, not all black masculine experiences are the same and the protrayal of black masculinities 

are particularly dynamic in present day South Africa. We regularly see the enactment of dominant 

black masculinities in the political sphere where black men wield enormous power without, 

apparently, having to account to anyone. A particular notion of what it means to “be a man” is 

regularly portrayed while other forms of masculinity are excluded. Although men are believed to be 

more powerful than women, all men do not necessarily feel powerful. Kimmel (2009) states in this 

regard that power is not the possession of individual men, rather it is “woven into the fabric of our 

lives” and “it is most invisible to those who are most empowered”. Kimmel explains that power is 

more prominently in the hands of certain groups of men as opposed to all men. 

In this regard, the work of Connell (as explained by Rabe 2014) made a major contribution to gender 

studies by analysing the hierarchy of power between men. In other words, gender hierarchies should 

not be restricted to power relations between men and women, but recognition should also be given 

to the power relationships between men. The first is hegemonic masculinity that refers to a 

dominant expression of masculinity that could be regarded as the dominant or idealised form of 

being a man. In most societies, a man embodying hegemonic masculinity would be employed, 

heterosexual, married and a father with at least moderate sporting abilities. Hegemonic masculinity 

is often held up as the ideal or standard that boys should aspire to. Clearly not all men embody all 

aspects of hegemonic masculinity but they may be complicit to hegemonic masculinity. Complicit 

forms of masculinity neither embody nor challenge hegemonic masculinity, but refer to a large 

number of men who benefit from being male in general. Men in this category are not blatantly 
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authoritative, but they benefit from the dividend of patriarchy, albeit in a limited way. They make 

compromises with women but benefit from the general privileged position of men.  

Marginal masculinities are often interlinked with class and race in opposition to hegemonic 

masculinity. Neither race nor class are fixed identities either and these aspects differ in importance 

for men in different contexts. Connell refers to black sportsmen in the USA to explain marginal 

masculinities – although certain sports are dominated by black men (e.g. basketball), the high status 

given to black male athletes does not filter through to black men in general. A fourth identified 

masculinity refers to relations between men where dominance and subordination are noted. If the 

hegemonic masculinity for a particular society is heterosexual, homosexual men are viewed as 

exemplifying a subordinate position. Connell regards subordination as more than stigmatisation 

since it can, for example, entice homophobic attacks. A variety of men can be placed in such a 

subordinated position, depending on the situation, and it is often signified by name calling such as 

“pushover” or “wimp”. 

Let us explore some of the implications of the hierarchy in South Africa. 

Masculinities in South Africa 

Locally and globally, certain men are prone to extreme violence, boys in general perform poorer in 

school compared to girls (see study units on education in this regard), men experience an increasing 

number of health problems, many fathers desert or hurt their children (compare study units of 

families in South Africa), there are increased suicide rates amongst men and they struggle with high 

unemployment rates. If you read the above, do you think there is a “crisis in masculinity”?  

There are different  answers to this question in Western societies and on the African continent. In 

South Africa, Walker (2005) contends that men struggle to define their place in the democratic era. 

Some men embraced the changes brought about by the new Constitution and the possibilities it 

opened up for new forms of masculinity. For other (especially white) men, these changes undermine 

their sense of self as men, especially since they are often portrayed as “the enemy”. They may feel 

lost or react violently to reclaim the power they have lost. 

Ratele (2008) analysed African masculinities and the perception than African men are reluctant to 

support feminist actions. He uses the term hegemonic masculinity to describe the hierarchical power 

differentials that include the subordination of women (as a group) to men (as a group). This 

subordination of women can be seen in the acts of violence against women by men (gender-based 

violence). Ratele argues that men who are subordinate to other men, but part of the “powerful 

gender group” (in our view part of complicit masculinities), require specific analysis. He identified 

occupation, income and age as key factors to make sense of African masculinities. We can thus see 

that many men feel threatened and this can be better understood if we look at the intersection of 

gender, age and unemployment/poverty on the African continent. The social construction of men as 

breadwinners has been entrenched in South African communities (a point we will return to when 

discussing families in South Africa). If men are not working, they may thus feel worthless and 

ashamed of their unemployed status. Yet the high unemployment figures in South Africa and the 

vulnerability of specific economic sectors (such as construction and mining that are dominated by 
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male workers) to economic cycles, imply that thousands of South African men are not able to find 

gainful employment and hence they cannot construct a self-image that is acceptable to them. 

Morrell (2005) analysed men’s movements in South Africa. He argues that although there are 

dramatic shifts towards gender equity in South Africa in policies, gender inequality is still prevalent. 

Within this climate of slow change towards gender equality, men’s movements have been under 

pressure to support gender transformation. Note that men’s movements are understood as those 

movements that target men to address specific gender challenges (not to be confused with a 

movement that consists largely of men but with a different aim, such as firearm enthusiasts). 

Although men can contribute towards gender transformation on an individual basis, far more can be 

done on a collective basis. Although certain collective action by men has been successful in this 

regard, men’s organisations are by and large not geared towards gender equality or not even 

supportive of feminism. A distinction has thus to be created between “men’s movements” that are 

seen as “reactive, antifeminist and committed to the restoration of male power” and “new men’s 

movements” that are believed to be “profeminist and committed to gender justice”. 

In reality, the majority of men’s movements cannot be categorised in such a neat manner. In an 

analysis of South Africa’s men’s movements, of which there are relatively few, Morrell (2005) uses 

Michael Messner’s model to identify three types. The first type is defending male privilege where 

hegemonic masculinity is enshrined and the “losses” of men are bemoaned. Such a movement will 

either limit the gains by women or highlight how men are disadvantaged. These movements seem to 

be short-lived in South Africa and without major followings. The second grouping strives towards 

gender justice and often targets issues such as the high rates of rape and domestic violence against 

women in South Africa (see section 7 on domestic violence in chapter 4). Movements with such a 

specific goals seem to be more successful than those that strive towards general gender equality. 

The third type deals with the “crisis of masculinity”. Although it is debatable whether there is indeed 

a crisis, such organisations focus on the things they believe men should do. Many of these 

organisations have a religious base and issues relating to “responsible fatherhood” often form a 

major theme. Although the overt expressions of the latter movements’ goals are aimed at sharing 

responsibilities with women, an underlying implication is the restoration of male authority. Can you 

think of any such movements in South Africa? 

Although men are regarded as more powerful to women as a category, individual men may have 

little or no power. We have noted men’s vulnerability in the economic sector where they can easily 

lose their jobs.  

Conclusion 

In this study unit, we discussed the body as being gendered by focusing on intersex people. The 

argument has been made that regardless of the sex of the body, social constructions of gender 

profoundly influence people’s life experiences. Feminism has been acknowledged as a powerful 

approach that realigned the relationships between men and women. There are vastly different 

expressions of feminism but it is continuing as an activist project aiming to improve people’s lives. 

Masculinity studies have revealed that men have different levels of access to power. In the South 

African context, black and white masculinites are being reconstructed in light of the dynamic 
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political changes in the past two decades. In trying to come to grips with these changes, there is at 

times, a yearning for former masculine roles. 

Self-assesment questions 

1. Write short notes on intersex people. 

2. Compare biological determinism with the social construction of gender. 

3. Contrast Western feminism with African feminism. 

4. Evaluate the concept intersectionality. 

5. Explain power relations between men and women as well as between men. 

6. Men’s social movements may safeguard men from feeling emasculated. Discuss this 
statement critically. 
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Theme 3: Sociology of families 

Study Unit 6: Families and households 

 

On completion of this study unit, you should be able to: 

 Distinguish between the concepts of families and households 

 Identify various family structures 

 Discuss dominant family patterns and the social processes that contribute to these within 

South Africa 

 

Introduction 

In addressing the theme of families, we will first look at different types of families and configurations 

of living arrangements, but please remember that we do not regard family as a static concept. 

Families evolve and change over time as babies are born, people pass on, new relationships are 

formed, individual members migrate or simply live separately from others, and so forth. Also, 

families are influenced by macro events such as urbanisation trends, economic structures, health 

factors and so forth. Thus, apart from an individual family undergoing changes, large-scale 

transformations of families (often over longer periods of time) are also observed. The dynamic 

nature of families will thus receive much attention in the study units that follow.  

Activity 1 

Families are often described as a cornerstone of every society and it is believed that no society ever 

existed without some form of family. Think for a moment about your own family and the families of 

friends or acquaintances. What types of families can you identify? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

By identifying your own experiences when growing up and those of people you know, you can 

identify with certain elements discussed below. By identifying our own experiences, it becomes 

easier to see how we are both different and similar to various individuals. 

Let us turn our attention firstly to distinct family forms and household structures after highlighting 

different understandings of families and households.  
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What is a family? 

Based on your answers to Activity 1, can you formulate a definition of a family? People vary on how 

they understand the concept of family. For example, if you ask an adult living in the United States of 

America if they have a family, chances are they may think that you are specifically asking them if 

they have children. If you ask an adult from certain African contexts whether they have a family, 

they may interpret it as a question about their clan, ancestors or current extended kin group. If you 

ask individuals to define their own family, their age, cultural background, current relationships with 

certain family members and many other factors will influence their answers. In trying to overcome 

these difficulties, researchers and theorists have developed many definitions over the years and 

many of them try to be as inclusive as possible so that certain families are not excluded. In the South 

African White Paper on Families (Department of Social Development, Republic of South Africa 2012: 

11), a family is defined as: 

“a societal group that is related by blood (kinship), adoption, foster care or the ties of 

marriage (civil, customary or religious), civil union or cohabitation, and go beyond a 

particular physical residence.” 

What is distinctive about this definition is that it shows how families do not always share a 

residence. Living in different places does not mean you are not a family anymore. This clear 

distinction between a family and a household will be followed in this study guide. 

What is a household? 

As implied already, many people confuse the concept of family with that of a household. In fact, 

some (including certain researchers), prefer to focus on households as a unit of study because they 

see a household as a fixed entity and a family as far too complex. We agree that families are 

multifaceted and characterised by intricate relationships, which we will discuss in more detail below, 

but we also argue that households are not necessarily a straightforward concept either.  

According to Statistics South Africa (2016: 79), a “household is a group of persons who live together 

and provide themselves jointly with food and/or other essentials for living, or a single person who 

lives alone”. When reading this definition, it seems clear, but households can also be fluid, with 

different household members not necessarily staying together all the time. For example, a 

schoolgoing child may live in a boarder house or with other family members in order to be close to 

school during the week and then only live with their parents over weekends. Again, Statistics South 

Africa (2016:79) is very clear in how they handle such matters by stipulating that members are only 

regarded as part of the household if they stay there for four consecutive nights per week. Although 

the way in which households are counted by Statistics South Africa is clear, it is important to note 

that this is a static picture and that a lot of information about households is not captured in this way. 

Spiegel, Watson and Wilkinson (1996) noted that in many black families in the Cape Town area, 

households were fluid. In other words, household members easily moved from one household to the 

next within a particular time period. This observation has been made in many contexts in South 

Africa at different times (Rabe 2008). Spiegel et al (1996) termed these types of households 

“stretched households”. In such households, family members are not able to eat and sleep in the 
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same dwelling frequently, but there is an economic commitment to the household where dispersed 

members regularly contribute money to the household. A male migrant who works in an urban area 

and sends money to his wife and children, or a female migrant who sends money to her mother, 

who is raising her children in rural areas, are examples of such stretched households. This 

phenomenon is not unique to South Africa since people from developing countries may often go and 

work in developed countries and earn money in stronger currencies. This money may be used to 

support families, pay off debt or build up financial reserves for old age, illness or another specific 

financial need. In many industrialised contexts (in developed and developing countries), couples may 

not find work in the same cities or towns and if both are committed to their careers, they may 

decide to live apart for a period of time. They are referred to as commuter couples (see detail 

below). 

Note that households are divided into family households, where people are related to each other, 

and non-family households. Examples of the latter include individuals sharing a household such as 

students or migrants. The reason for sharing a household is usually to save on living expenses, but 

some people prefer regular social interaction as opposed to living on their own. Our focus here is 

mostly on family households. 

Activity 2 

Study the table below. You will see it is reporting on the living arrangements of babies and toddlers 

in South Africa. Remember, it does not mention the other people the children may be living with. It 

simply says whether they live with their biological parents or not. Also note that you have only been 

given the figures for children under the age of four, but the pattern is similar for older children under 

the age of 18, with an increase in parents living apart from their children as they grow older. 

Table 6.1: Percentage distribution of children aged 0-4 years by population group and living 

arrangements with biological parents, 2012 

 Black African Coloured Indian/Asian White 

Unknown/unspecified 0.4 0.2 0.0 0.2 

Lives with neither parent 21.0 5.8 13.4 2.2 

Lives with biological mother only 45.6 38.3 9.1 10.1 

Lives with biological father only 2.1 2.2 0.0 1.0 

Lives with both biological parents 31.0 53.5 77.5 86.5 

Source:  Statistics South Africa (2013:27) 

What can you deduce from the above table in terms of family household structures? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Feedback 

A number of aspects can be noted above, such as the fact that 66.6% (45.6% + 21%) of black 

children under the age of four do not live with their biological fathers on a daily basis. This is a 

remarkably high number of children and this will be analysed further in this study guide. Also, a 

much higher percentage of white and Indian children live with both their parents compared to 

coloured and black children, suggesting that our specific racial history contributed to certain 

family forms being salient today. 

We will return to table 6.1 in our discussion below, so please keep your answers handy so that you 

can revisit them. 

The nuclear family household: fact or fiction? 

 

 

A nuclear family household is usually described as two parents living with their dependent children 

in one household. This definition may seem straightforward, but it has been interrogated by many 

theorists over time. For example, does this definition only refer to heterosexual parents? If a 

grandmother lives with the family, is it still a nuclear family? In trying to answer these questions, let 

us trace some of the views on nuclear families in more detail. 

In 1949, George Murdock, an anthropologist by training, published a seminal book titled, Social 

structure. In this book, Murdock (1949:2) claimed that “the nuclear family is a universal human social 

grouping”. He made this claim based on the analysis of data from 250 societies. Although this sounds 

impressive, he actually only had extensive data on 85 societies. In all fairness to him though, he did 

not claim that the nuclear family excluded other kinship patterns. In fact, he defined extended 

families as nuclear families tied to each other through parent-child relationships, and polygamy, as a 

mechanism through which nuclear families are linked through marriages (see also Rabe 2014). 

However, the nuclear family was seen as the basis of other family forms.  

The nuclear family is often regarded as the major family form in Western countries (especially West 

European and North American countries). However, Kertzer (1991: 159ff) points us to the work of 

Peter Laslett and colleagues who did extensive historical research on families and households in 

Western Europe. Laslett came to the conclusion that the nuclear family was actually only dominant 

in England. If we turn to the USA, one of the best known sociologists, Talcott Parsons, with a 

colleague, Robert Bales, is seen as promoting the idea of the nuclear family strongly. Again, Parsons 
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worked with data on families in the USA in the mid-twentieth century. According to this data, 

nuclear families were indeed dominant in the USA at the time (Parsons & Bales 1955).  

As many societies became more industrialised with increasingly larger urban populations, the idea of 

a fit between the nuclear family and the industrialised society developed (Viljoen 1994: 7). The 

nuclear family was seen as more mobile and could, therefore, move to places where job 

opportunities were more readily available. Although Murdock and others referred to nuclear 

families and not nuclear family households, the structural isolation of the nuclear family (in other 

words, living separately from the extended family) is often assumed rather than stipulated. What 

you should notice here is that the family and the household overlap, and hence nuclear families live 

in family households or neolocal residence. Neolocality simply means that once a couple decide to 

get married or live together, they live in a separate household from other family members. Writing 

from a North American perspective, Weeks (2005: 402) states that “[h]ouseholds used to be created 

by marriage and dissolved by death – in between there were children”. Although this statement may 

be true for many societies, it is also not true for many others. More importantly, Weeks (2005: 

402ff) argues that the formation of households became far more complicated worldwide as 

marriage rates declined, people began living longer, divorce became more common and so forth. 

Globally, the dominance of the nuclear family is questioned in the 21st century and more so in some 

locations than in others. 

Now, look again at table 6.1. Do you think the nuclear family household is a dominant pattern in 

South Africa at present? The most striking aspect of table 6.1 is the large variation in living 

arrangements families have if the information is categorised according to race. We may deduce that 

cultural aspects may play a role, but the violent impact apartheid laws had on families and current 

access to resources should not be underplayed (more about that in the next section). What we can 

also tentatively observe is that the nuclear family cannot be dominant amongst black families since 

so few children actually live with both their biological parents on a regular basis, one of the basic 

premises of a nuclear family. However, they may live with their mothers’ new partners, which could 

be in a nuclear family household.  

It is interesting that there is a widely held belief that nuclear families are ideal. Apart from the 

nuclear household structure, idealised images of a caring mother and an employed father who raise 

their children in a loving manner are often promoted in advertisements, by certain religious groups 

and in popular culture, as part of a nuclear family household. Same-sex partners, single parents or 

any other deviation of the nuclear family, are treated as less than ideal. As we have seen from table 

6.1, this view does not fit the reality. As Rabe (2016:10) states: “Instead of trying to convert all 

families into nuclear families, all family arrangements should be recognised and celebrated as they 

are and seen as a healthy family or support them to become a healthy family”.  

The extended family household: an African myth? 

You have probably often heard the saying that it takes a village to raise a child. This notion is in 

direct contrast to the so-called isolated nuclear family where almost all childrearing tasks are done 

by the parents, especially the mothers, during early childhood years. When referring to extended 

families living in one household, it can either be three generations living together, or polygamous 

marriages that are linked to one household. Since extended families share a household, resources 
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are pooled and hence it is also a survival strategy for poor families. If we return to table 6.1 again, it 

must be kept in mind that many children living with only one biological parent may actually be living 

in multigenerational households. For example, teenage mothers are likely to stay with their parents 

and their children in the same household since they seldom have the financial resources to live on 

their own.  

Activity 2  

Read the excerpt below from the famous Zimbabwean novel Nervous Conditions, and then answer 

the questions. Note that the story is not referring specifically to an extended family household, but a 

special occasion where many extended family members are gathered for a specific purpose. 

“I had a special task. I had to carry the water dish in  
which people would wash their hands. I did not like doing 
 this because you had to be very sure of the relative  
status of everybody present or else it was easy to make  
mistakes, especially when there were so many people.  
Today it was double tricky because although Babamukuru  
was the guest of honour, there were male relatives  

present of higher status than he. Making a considered  

and perhaps biased decision, I knelt first in front of 

 Babamukuru, which was a mistake because he wanted 

 me to let his uncle Isiah, our eldest surviving grandfather, wash first. I knelt and rose and knelt and 

rose in front of my male relatives in descending order of seniority, and lastly, in front of my 

grandmothers and aunts, offering them the water dish and towel. The situation deteriorated after 

my grandfathers and Babamukuru had washed because after that the hierarchy was not clear. This 

uncle was that uncle’s tezvara by virtue of his marriage to that one’s sister, but also his brother 

because their mothers were sisters, albeit not of the womb. When this happened each of the parties 

insisted that the other was the superior and therefore ought to wash first. It was very complicated 

and confusing. I made more mistakes, which made people laugh and ask why I did not know the 

ways in which we were related. At one point, having knelt for several minutes in front of one 

disclaiming uncle, I grew tired and let some water slop out of the dish onto his feet (apologising 

profusely) to encourage him to wash without further discussion.” (Dangarembga 1988: 40-41). 

Above, the young girl, Tambu, gets confused about the hierarchy of importance in her extended 

family. Why do you think that is the case? 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Are certain members in your family regarded as more important than others? Based on your answer, 

explain either why you think this is the case or not applicable to your family. 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Feedback 

Extended families are often characterised by patriarchal rule as can be seen above (we will return 

to this point later on), but note that even in cases where extended families share a household, 

there may be additional extended family members that will form part of the gatherings as was the 

case in the excerpt above. 

A mixture of cultural and practical reasons can be given for extended families living in one 

household. Poorer families cannot afford to pay other people to help with childrearing and caring 

tasks, and often there is a high exchange of goods and services between family members. So, apart 

from sharing the income from the economically active household members, duties are also shared 

where people have different tasks. They support each other by taking care of dependent household 

members (young children, infirm elderly or severely disabled people). However, this does not imply 

that household tasks are necessarily evenly shared, and both gender and age are often determining 

factors in who will take on the bulk of care. Women as “mothers, wives, daughters, sisters and aunts 

are expected to be willing and ready to provide routine care” (Manderson & Block 2016: 207). Also 

note that when we refer to aspects of care, it is not only physical care that is at stake, but also 

emotional care. 

Relying on extended family members for support is a common feature worldwide but it is 

particularly evident in African societies (Pillay 2016:42-43). The practice of lobola (known by 

different names on the continent such as roora in Zimbabwe) or bride price by itself indicates the 

importance of the extended family. According to Makiwane et al (2016: 27), lobola serves three 

functions, namely, “it gives the family of the husband rights to all children born to his wife; it serves 

the purpose of distribution of consumable and productive resources; and it marks the transition into 

adulthood”. The first two functions in particular show how extended families are linked to each 

other through certain practices. 

The notion that the extended family will take care of individual family members on the African 

continent is noble, but the realities have often shown that families are overburdened in these tasks. 

We have all read or heard scores of media reports where children are neglected or elderly people 

are hurt. In South Africa, the harsh combined realities of high unemployment, poverty and high 

numbers of people living with HIV overburdened extended family structures (Pillay 2016: 43). In fact, 

during the apartheid years, the apartheid regime used the extended family care ideology to justify 

paying black workers less than their white counterparts. They argued that black workers were 

“temporarily” in “white” urban areas and hence the cost of living was lower for them since their 

extended families lived in an agricultural setting. Similar to a nuclear family ideology, extended 

family ideology can thus also be abused. We will discuss this further when we look at family policy in 

more detail below. 

Single parent households: The lone mother? 

Another world-renowned anthropologist, Margaret Mead, confidently writes: “When we survey all 

known human societies, we find everywhere some form of the family, some set of permanent 

arrangements by which males assist females in caring for children when they are young” (Mead 

1950: 181). Mead saw this proclamation in broad terms and the “helpful men” are not necessarily 
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biological fathers, in fact the women caring for the children may not be biological mothers either. 

However, it does not appear as if there are always men involved in caring for children. 

 

 

In many contemporary societies, the single parent household is increasing. This means that one 

parent lives with the children in a household separate from other family members. Mothers are 

more likely to be heading single parent households than fathers. This can partly be explained by 

biological reasons. A woman can decide to give birth without the biological father knowing it or 

through in vitro fertilisation, and partly by societal norms, judges are more likely to award sole 

custody to women in cases of divorce. Other reasons for the increase in single female parent 

households in South Africa include men deserting their partners, death of fathers and migrant 

fathers.  

The link between fertility and marriage is particularly low in South Africa. Amongst white, coloured 

and Indian families, wedding costs have increased over time due to escalating expectations 

regarding venues, clothes, catering, jewellery and so on. However, couples may find cheaper ways to 

get married if they really want to be married. The rising cost of lobola amongst black South African 

couples has been identified as an additional finacial stumbling block for less wealthy black couples. 

Lobola has become commercialised and this adds to the cost of a wedding, and therefore many 

black couples can simply not afford to get married. Yet men and women still become sexually active 

from their teens onwards and childbearing is almost universal among married and non-married black 

women (Makiwane et al 2016: 28). Clearly, this low link between fertility and nuptiality contributes 

to men not being tied formally to their biological children, which gives rise to single mother 

households. 

If you go back to table 6.1, it suggests that many single parent households are found in South Africa, 

but we cannot distinguish the difference between single parent and multigeneration households.  

Family patterns 

We have now briefly looked at the three major types of family households, but there are many other 

types of households and family patterns. The first family pattern to be discussed, modified extended 

families, is of great importance since it is actually part of most people’s lives. We also pay some 

attention to migrant families since they are so entrenched in the South African society due to our 
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past. Child-headed households, reconstituted families, single-parent households and same-sex 

families will also receive attention. 

 

Modified extended families 

The concept of modified extended families is not receiving the attention it deserves in South Africa 

in our view, partly because of the emphasis that is placed on households in measuring the 

advancements that have been made in providing basic services to all South Africans. Can you think 

of examples where you have helped or have been helped in some way by a family member not living 

with you in your household? If you can remember receiving a present from a relative for your 

birthday or being asked to do a chore or fix something in a relative’s house, babysitting younger 

cousins or any other such examples, then you are part of a modified extended family. A modified 

extended family is not bound by households since it refers to the exchange of goods and services 

between family members not living in the same household. The term points to the obvious fact that 

relationships between family members do not cease to exist simply because people live in separate 

households (Morgan & Kunkel 2016: 107). Family members living close to each other are more easily 

able to assist each other and spend time together, but even family members living far away from 

each other may solidify emotional bonds with visits, telephone calls and other methods of 

communication. In many cases, money may also be transmitted, regularly or occasionally. Parents 

paying their young adult children a monthly allowance, adult children supplementing their elderly 

parents’ pensions or the exchange of gifts during festive seasons are all examples of strengthening 

family ties. However, the flow of money between extended family members will only take place if 

there is a need and if a person in the family can afford to give money. The relationships between 

family members living apart from each other will differ greatly in their intensity and some families 

may be estranged from each other. It is important to note that  modified extended families are 

found in almost all communities.  

Migrant families 

The importance of family is especially apparent in times of need. Very clear examples of the 

extended family’s importance could be observed during the apartheid years when grandparents 

(often maternal grandmothers) raised their grandchildren due to mothers and fathers working in 

cities and big towns all over South Africa. Apartheid legislation did not allow migrant workers to 

bring their families to stay with them. If we focus on the mining industry (a key industry in South 

Africa), it becomes clear how families were eroded over time. In the beginning stages, men came to 

work at the mines for short periods to achieve a specific financial goal (such as help to pay lobola), as 

Moodie (1994: 33) states, they were there on “business”. Neither the extended families nor the men 

wanted to move to the mining premises at that time. The hostels housing the mineworkers were 

functional as they left them after a few months. However, with time, a more skilled labour force was 

needed in the mining industry and the same mineworkers worked for longer and longer contracts. 

They also renewed their contracts repeatedly and became “career miners” (Crush et al. 1991: 29). 

This meant that men were basically permanently removed from their families since their families 

lived far from the mining premises and they only had leave once or twice a year. Many families may 

have preferred to live nearby the husband’s place of work during those times as the work by 
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Ramphele (1993) shows, where male and female partners sometimes shared a bed with children in 

hostels designed for male workers only. Once all the apartheid laws were removed, all families were 

not suddenly re-united residentially. There was not enough proper affordable housing in the urban 

areas, men knew that they did not have job security and the possibility of retrenchments meant that 

they would prefer to have a rural homestead to return to in times of need. In addition, there was 

also an emotional and kin affiliation with particular rural areas and migrants would not want to run 

the danger of giving these ties up by moving their families. In short, migrancy became entrenched 

amongst many black South African families. 

Also, many migrants had other sexual relationships at their places of work and a few rural wives also 

had other sexual relationships with men at their homesteads (although this was far less common). 

Women staying in the rural areas were probably less likely to have other sexual relationships since 

extended family (and patriarchal, see more below) control were more intact here. In the urban 

areas, sexual relationships could vary from being casual to actually having second wives. Rural wives 

often feared such urban liaisons because it could mean that less financial resources would flow to 

the upkeep of the rural homestead and children. In extreme cases, rural families were deserted 

(Moodie 1994: 148-156). Some men argued that the practice of polygyny (of one man being married 

to more than one wife simultaneously) gave them the right to have second wives. Yet, in many 

cases, the second urban family was kept a secret from the first wife and hence it was not in 

accordance with the practice of polygyny (please note that polygamy refers to both polygyny and 

polyandry; the latter refers to one woman being married to more than one husband at a time). Since 

migrants usually have limited resources, the sharing of resources can easily cause friction and 

poverty for one or both households (similar to polygamous marriages). 

Before we move onto other family and household structures, we would like to draw your attention 

to two other marriage/couple unions, namely, commuter relationships and “living apart together” 

(LAT) relationships. Structurally, these two unions look similar to migrant families in the sense that 

there are two households with the adults in the relationships living apart. In the case of commuter 

relationships, the couple work in different areas because the husband and wife (if they are married) 

cannot find work in the same city or town. Since both are committed to their careers or both jobs 

are deemed needed to adhere to a specific lifestyle, they will live apart until such time that one of 

them can change their workplaces. Commuter relationships are usually seen as temporary until work 

can be found for both adults in the same area. Structurally, it looks the same as migrant families, but 

the justification is two careers or jobs, and not only one person looking for a job in a different area. 

Clearly the importance of a woman’s career and her economic equality is very different in the 

commuter relationship compared to the migrant family.  

LAT relationships also imply two people in a relationship in different households, but this is because 

the couple choose not to live together. They may feel that they get along better when not living 

together. The issue of choice is thus the only reason for not living together. In some cases, the two 

households may be close together. Research on LAT relationships is still required in South Africa. 

Child-headed households 

The phenomenon of child-headed households is closely linked with orphans and vulnerable children 

(OVC). In many cases, both parents passed away or the whereabouts of one parent is unknown and 
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one parent passed away. In child-headed households, there are no people over the age of 18 

present (Pillay 2016: 43), and usually older siblings are taking care of younger siblings. Oftentimes 

the older sibling’s education is disrupted or entirely stopped in order to take on childcare and 

household duties. Although other family members, community members (especially neighbours) and 

NGOs may be assisting child-headed households in various ways, this is not always the case. 

When focusing on young adults between the ages of 15 and 24, in South Africa, who are not 

attending an educational institution and also not working, 13.3% of women in this group indicated 

that family commitments prevented them from doing so (Statistics South Africa 2013: 54). We can 

thus see that women are likely to take on caring tasks within families from a young age. Pillay 

(2016:45) also argues that due to the patriarchal nature still being prevalent in African communities, 

girls are more likely to assume the adult roles and responsibilities in the household. Children living in 

these households often have unmet physical and emotional needs.  

Reconstituted or stepfamilies 

When couples split up or obtain a formal divorce (if they were married), they may find new partners 

that they live with or get married to. These new partners may also have children of their own and 

the children from previous relationships may thus share one household, or perhaps only during 

specific times of the week or even year. One of the challenges of reconstituted families is sharing the 

resources equally in such a manner that everybody experiences it as fair. A further complication is 

that an array of extended family members is involved, for example, there may be three sets of 

grandparents and numerous aunts and uncles. All these different relationships may mean that there 

are different ideas of exchanging of gifts, or the preparation of meals, and this may be challenging 

during family festivities and rituals. 

 

Activity 3 

Think about your own life up to now. In which types of households have you lived? Are there any 

family types that you lived in that are not recorded here? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

It is important to reflect on our own family experiences when discussing general family patterns 

and dynamics. This makes us aware of how different or similar our experiences may be to those of 

other people. It should therefore ensure that we do not try to enforce our own views and 

experiences onto other people, but rather allows us to step out of our own shoes and see the 

world from different perspectives. 
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Single person households 

Globally and locally, single person households are growing. Aspects that contribute to this include an 

emphasis on being independently employed, women being increasingly free from private patriarchal 

rule, people delaying marriage and childbirth, high divorce rates, older people outliving their 

partners and wanting to live independently from their families, never married people (who also do 

not want to cohabitate), LAT relationships and migrancy. The growing emphasis on individualism 

also ensures that people become more comfortable with living on their own and there are 

accommodation options (such as apartments), especially in cities,  that are suitable for people living 

alone. 

Families with same-sex parents 

In 2006, the Civil Union Act gave official legal recognition to same-sex couples in South Africa. Long 

before this recognition, children lived with gay and lesbian parents, but only recently did researchers 

in South Africa start paying attention to these families as they increased in number and became 

more visible. Such families are constituted when a parent has biological children from a previous 

heterosexual relationship, through the adoption of children, the use of in vitro fertilisation (IVF) in 

the case of lesbian couples, and surrogate pregnancy (also by IVF) by a willing woman, in the case of 

gay men. Regardless of how the family came about, same-sex couples challenge the 

heteronormative bias of family life (Lubbe 2007), in other words, the notion that all families are 

assumed to be heterosexual. On the African continent, there is great resistance to these types of 

relationships, but such discourses are newly invented and ahistorical (Reddy 2001; Tamale 2013: 34-

35). Yet, because of the stigma attached to families of same-sex parents, children growing up in such 

families often face discrimination (Lubbe 2007:263). Greater acceptance of families with same-sex 

parents is experienced in middle-class neighbourhoods in South Africa but in rural, and even 

townships areas, any sexuality other than heterosexual is still often hidden. We would like to end 

this section on different families and households by agreeing with Lubbe (2007: 267) that: "the 

quality of relationships in families is more important than the form or structure of the family” 

(emphasis in the original). 

Conclusion 

In this study unit, the variety of family and household patterns were introduced. It is clear that some 

family patterns, such as extended families, are dominant in South Africa. We have noted that 

practical reasons such as poverty, a history of migrancy and the demands of industry dramatically 

affect the way in which people organise their households. Of particular importance is the dynamic 

nature of family life and recognising that physical mobility of specific family members have become 

entrenched in family life in South Africa.  

Self-assessment questions 

1. What is the difference between a household and a family? 

2. Identify the different dominant family patterns in South Africa. 

3. Explain the reasons for the large number of female single-headed households in South 

Africa. 
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4. Discuss the dynamics of the modified extended family. 

5. What is the difference between migrant and LAT families? 

6. Write short notes on families with same-sex parents and stepfamilies. 
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Theme 3: Sociology of families 

Study Unit 7: South African families today 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Identify family rituals in different contexts 

 Apply the life course perspective to aspects of family life 

 Reflect on the social construction of childhood and adulthood in different communities 

 Evaluate the different approaches to parenthood from a gendered perspective 

 Describe the various roles of grandparenthood in relation to family life 

 

Key concepts: 

 Ritual  

 Essentialism 

 Sex / Gender 

 Socialisation 

 Social construction 

 Fertility 

 Family of orientation  

 Family of procreation 

 Patriarchy 

 

Introduction 

In our discussion of families below, there is a focus on those aspects that are enduring in family 

relationships. These include the care of family members, rituals associated with family life, fertility 

patterns and the dynamic nature of family relationships. By focusing on the dynamic or changing 

nature of families, two things are implicated; an individual family changes over time and the 

characteristics of families in a particular society change over time. When looking at changes within 

individual families, children are born, family members die and individual family members may move 

in and out of households. In analysing these individual paths of families, the life course perspective 

will be employed but a social constructionist approach will also be mentioned. When looking at how 

family life changed globally and specifically in South Africa, a wide lens will be used to draw your 

attention to major changes that affected the daily living arrangements of families dramatically. The 

latter will receive more attention in the next study unit. 
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Activity 1 
Can you identify any rituals in your family? 
 
On a daily/weekly basis: _________________________________________________________ 
 
On an yearly basis:______________________________________________________________ 
 
Are there any family rituals that you can remember from when you were younger, that you do not engage in 
anymore? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Feedback 

We are sure you have identified an array of family rituals. Certain 

family rituals such as sharing mealtimes may be considered as 

rather mundane, whilst something such as celebrating birthdays 

may be more special. Let us just focus on mealtimes for a moment 

since this has received particular attention amongst family 

sociologists in recent times. Everyday advice would encourage 

families to eat together at least once a day, whilst having 

discussions about their days. However, in the world we live in 

today, many people eat alone to suit their personal schedules or 

whilst they are working or doing other things.  

 

Sharing meals has always been of interest to researchers since it has functional and symbolic value. 

The way in which people eat, how they sit together, the rules and routines around the eating all tell 

a story about them, but also about family life. Anthropologists and other social scientists have long 

explained a household as those “eating from the same pot” (see also Mosoetsa 2011) as has literally 

been the practice in many African societies. Mealtimes can reinforce social relationships and 

boundaries and hence construct a cetain family identity with observed rules (Chitakunyea & 

Maclaran 2014:51). For example, it can reinforce the notion of a patriarchal family if the adult male 

member (usually a father) is sitting at the “head of the table”, dishing out certain portions of food, 

whilst the adult female member (usually a mother) prepared the meal. In some patriarchal 

communities, men, women and children may even eat separately, and the adult men will be served 

first. The symbolic value of mealtimes will be heightened during important rituals such as religious 

ceremonies (for example Christmas, Diwali, Ramadan or Hanukkah), weddings and funerals. The 

latter two examples also reiterate how meals play an important role during major transitions or 

turning points in family life (see explanation on life course perspective below).  

 

Chitakunyea and Maclaran (2014) specifically focused on how television can impact on mealtime 

rituals. The authors observe that the television is usually not moved around and hence the family 

may physically move to the television set and eat their meals in front of it. Watching television while 

eating is seen as more informal than sitting around a table. However, in certain cases, a formal 

dinner or kitchen table may be within reach of the television and hence there is not a distinct 
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division between the television and the formal eating space. Moreover, “informal eating” is more 

associated with the television, especially when not all the family members are there or if there is not 

a cooked meal (prepared in the house) but rather snacks, ordered meals (take away food) or 

sandwiches. An argument is made that as the power relationships between parents and children 

become more equal, children are more likely to convince their parents that they may eat in front of 

the television without the formal rules of a dinner table. In some families, eating together may thus 

become less frequent and may only be observed during the weekends or when there are guests.  

 

This research has been undertaken in Britain and the situation will be much different in South Africa, 

where hunger is part of life for many. A 2012 survey reported that 28.3% of the South African 

population were at “risk of hunger” and 26% experienced hunger (Hendriks 2014:15). Clearly, rituals 

around eating will be very different for such families. What are the expectations around sharing 

meals in your family? 

 

Having looked at the daily ritual of eating and how it may be changing and being affected by 

practicalities such as technology, let us turn our attention to cycles of family life. 

 

The life course perspective 

The life course perspective was originally applied to individuals by focusing on the individual life 

course. Growing up and going through major life changes such as having a baby or starting a career 

are examples of changes that affect the life course of an individual dramatically. In addition, the life 

course perspective also focuses on the historical milieu in which an individual goes through these life 

changes. For example, to have a baby in the 1800s would have been different from having a baby 

today because of the development of medical technology. The course of an individual’s life is termed 

a trajectory, and transitions are the changes that occur. When focusing on a family, the individual 

life courses affect each other, for example, if someone becomes a parent, another person becomes a 

grandparent (Elder 1978; White & Klein2008). 

Morgan and Kunkel (2016:14) define a life course perspective on ageing as considering “the ways in 

which historical time, an accumulation of individual experiences and actions, opportunities and 

decisions, interactions with others, and large-scale social forces all combine to influence the 

experience of aging”. In the case of families, the experiences of the individual members are also 

cumulative and affecting each other, but the family also has an aggregate past that is more 

encompassing than that of an individual. In all cases, the larger sociohistorical context is of 

importance. 

This same life course perspective can be applied to families where a particular family may have an 

average trajectory of a newlywed couple moving into a separate dwelling and then having a child. 

Both the moving and the arrival of a baby will be transitions in the family’s lives. A major event may 

also occur that can change the family’s life dramatically, and this is called a turning point in the life 

of a family (Hutchison 2015:17). An example of a turning point could be when a husband is offered a 

job far away from home that result in him living apart from his family for the greater part of the 

year. 
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So, let us look at expected transitions first before focusing on possible turning points. Throughout, 

we will bring in important larger contexts into consideration. 

Birth, primary socialisation and childhood 

The birth of a child has always been one of the biggest transitions for families. Once children are 

born, they need care, and the first few years of intensive care required by babies and toddlers 

usually takes place within families. Since most children stay with their families in the first few years 

of their lives, primary socialisation takes place within the family. That can be described as the family 

getting there “first with the most” meaning that children’s views and behaviour are firstly formed by 

the immediate family. Where Murdock (1949:10) described “education” as a primary task of 

families, Parsons and Bales (1955:46) referred to “primary socialisation”, since families lost the 

function of providing comprehensive education in differentiated industrialised societies. 

Activity 2 

Read the excerpts from a memoir of a person who left the Amish community. The Amish, the 

majority of whom live in North America, have specific religious beliefs. They live separately from 

mainstream society and do not embrace technological advances. 

“The Old Order Amish are a pretty exclusive group. And there really aren’t that many around. By 

latest official count, right at a quarter million worldwide. It just seems as if there are a lot more, 

because, well, the Amish are so different.  …  A few defining factors must exist for one to be 

considered Old Order. First, and most critical, no cars. Horse and buggy only for local transportation. 

Second, no electricity. Not in the house or in the outbuildings. Third, no telephones in the house. Old 

Order Amish fiercely and jealously defend these boundaries.” 

“Few sights are cuter than Amish children. Little girls dressed in their bonnets and tiny, perfect 

caped dresses; boys in homemade pants, galluses and straw hats. Miniature adults are what they 

look like.” 

“Rosemary was the oldest. Born while Dad was away doing service as a conscientious objector to 

World War II, she barely knew him. In fact, when he did make his rare visits home, she was afraid of 

him. He tried to calm her, and once he picked her up and playfully tossed her in the air. As he caught 

her, she broke her arm. She screamed in pain and remained terrified of him for months after that” 

(Wagler 2011).   

How do you think growing up in such a community would influence people’s chances of being 

integrated in the global economy as adults? 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you think secluded communities such as these also exist in South Africa?  

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Feedback 

The type of communities we grow up in as children are heavily influenced by our families of 

orientation. We have little control over this. In the above memoir of a person who grew up in an 

Amish community but left later on in life, the primary socialisation received in his youth was 

difficult to reconcile with the wider society. He was shunned (rejected) by his family as usually 

happens when people leave the Amish community. Although the Amish communities are extreme 

examples of socialisation different from that of mainstream society, there are other examples as 

well. An example is growing up in remote rural areas and seldom having contact with people who 

are not similar to you. 

Transitions as events or processes? 

When you turn 18 years in South Africa, one is suddenly allowed to vote, to take a driver’s licence 

test and in the eyes of the law, one is an adult. In other words, on the day of one’s 18th birthday, one 

is not a minor anymore. This is quite a dramatic change for an individual and in terms of the life 

course theory, it can be described as a transition in an individual’s life. Turning 18 in South Africa will 

have different implications for different individuals as some 18 year olds will be concerned with 

tasks such as writing school examinations, some will focus on surviving by finding enough food for 

the day and some may have a birthday party.  

This idea of being a child the one day and an adult the next is very abrupt and even peculiar because 

of the importance that is given to chronological age. This is, of course, not specific to South Africa, 

since 18 has become the accepted age in many countries and international organisations, to divide 

children and adults. The idea of childhood being a distinct phase of life has, according to the French 

historian, Philippe Ariès, only been developed in Western Europe from the 15th century onwards. 

The notion that children are not ready for the tasks demanded from adults really only became 

prominent in the 19th and 20th centuries. The social construction of childhood is thus the central 

thesis here (Montgomery 2009:51). Of course, childhood has been constructed differently in 

different societies and often developmental tasks or specific rites, rather than chronological age, are 

regarded as important in distinguishing between childhood and adulthood. In fact, in certain places, 

being a child is regarded as a relational concept rather than a particular stage of life. A person is thus 

regarded as someone’s child, which implies “mutual support and care throughout life” (Montgomery 

2009:55).  

A well known example of a ritual related to becoming an adult is the traditional Xhosa initiation 

school that includes male circumcision. Vincent (2008:434) describes male circumcision rites as 

“symbolically saturated: the enhancement of masculine virility, the performance enactment of the 

separation between men and women, preparation for marriage and adult sexuality and the 

hardening of boys for warfare”. In addition, it may also be significant for a father since by taking his 

son to such a school, he “expresses his devotion to the community by commending his son’s 

reproductive promise to elder kinsmen and fraternity, thereby renewing group unity” (Howard-

Payne 2016:191). These themes identified by the authors include aspects related to taking on adult 

roles and allegiance to the larger kinsgroup, but note also the strong emphasis on gender specific 

roles. The importance placed on gender socialisation within families has been recorded repeatedly. 

You will recall that we have discussed the importance of intersectionality in Theme 2 and this is 
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particularly important when looking at childhood since gender socialisation forms such an important 

part of that. 

In most societies today, formal education forms a big part of childhood. We will look at schools as an 

institution in Theme 4, but note that there is an important interplay between families and schools. In 

some areas, there may only be one option for schools, but in other places, parents may choose a 

school based on aspects such as educational practices, values and opportunities they believe their 

children will be given, as well as the school fees they can afford. 

Parenting 

Becoming a parent is a major transition in anybody’s life and clearly it also has a direct impact on 

family life. You will recall table 6.1 in the previous study unit where it was shown that many children 

in South Africa grow up without the daily presence of a biological father, and even without that of a 

biological mother. Thus, when we think about parenting in South Africa, we should not only think 

about biological parenthood, but also about adoptive parents and other family members, partners 

or community members who take up active roles in parenting. Do the following activity before we 

discuss parenting, mothering and fathering in more detail. 

Activity 3: 

 

“Even seating arrangements can convey a message. At an English-language mother and toddler’s 

group I attended, the mothers sat on armchairs lining the wall, and the main area in the middle was 

designated for the children, to give them maximum playing space. It was soon a blanket of toys. The 

mothers were constantly watching their children, and some of their conversations centred around 

the way they were playing. As well as getting to know each other, the mothers tended to take an 

interest in the behaviour and temperaments of each other’s children. In contrast, in a Swiss mother 

and toddler’s group I attended, the mothers sat in the middle of the room round a table. Many of 

the mothers did not watch their children unless they attracted their attention in some way, and then 

they turn round from the table to see what they were doing. They chatted about their own children, 

but did not observe or discuss the way they were playing at that moment. If a child wanted her 

mother, she went and sat on her lap, away from the other children and toys” (Oertig-Davidson 
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2002:132-133). 

Based on the author’s observations above, what can you deduce from the childcare approach 

between the different groups? How do seating arrangements play out in your experience? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Feedback 

From the above, it is clear that certain parenting practices are far more centred on children than 

others. The practice of focusing so much on children has been termed “intense mothering” (Hay in 

Ranson 2004: 88). Ranson (2004:88) describes this approach to childrearing by women as a model 

that is underpinned by the idea that children require their mother’s undivided care during the 

formative years. This notion often leads to mothers sacrificing most of their time and money for 

the benefit of their children. This is more easily done in the case of full-time mothers with 

supporting husbands (often within the idealised nuclear family household; see previous study 

unit) since career and working class women as well as poor people clearly have other interests and 

demands on their time and resources. In the case of migrant families where mothers have to work 

away from home, for example, nannies and live-in domestic workers, this approach to childrearing 

is entirely alien. 

You would have noticed that up to now, we have spoken about parenting without distinguishing it 

from motherhood and fatherhood. Essentialists would argue that motherhood and fatherhood are 

very different, and that mothers and fathers play different roles in children’s lives because men and 

women are inherently different from one another. Social constructionists would argue that notions 

of fathering and mothering are constructed and hence men can also mother and women can also 

father if they need to. Whichever line is taken, women are almost universally left with the bulk of 

childcare, which reinforces a binary position on parenthood. However, men are increasingly 

becoming more involved in the nitty-gritty of childcare (Doucet 2006), reinforcing the feminist 

standpoint that “everyone is in principle capable of giving care” (Sevenhuijsen 2003:183). Much 

attention has been focused on fatherhood in recent decades, including in South Africa. We will thus 

look carefully at the insight from some of this literature before focusing on motherhood in the South 

African context. 

Fatherhood 

Rabe (2016:120f) argues that a “bad fatherhood discourse” has developed in the South African 

society. This discourse has been fuelled by numerous media reports, of the various forms of abuses 

and neglect of children by their fathers. These reported horrific cases became the face of fatherhood 

in South Africa and coupled by the absence of biological fathers in many family households (see 

table 6.1 in previous study unit), men became mistrusted as fathers and often got blamed for the ills 

of our society. Young teenage fathers are portrayed as irresponsible and many young men are, in 

fact, prevented from having access to their children because they are unable to support them (and 
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can often not pay lobola or “damages” in those cultural groups where this is expected). Although 

there clearly are men who are bad fathers and those who are trying to dodge their responsibilities 

towards their children, such condemnations cannot be applied to all men. Yet, patriarchy, or the rule 

of the father, that has been firmly entrenched in South Africa, is being challenged at various fronts 

as men are not sole providers for their children, and women become more educated and are able to 

have independent sources of income. Moreover, the circumstances of men who are unable to be 

economic providers should be treated more judiciously. Men who are unskilled or semi-skilled often 

form a reserve labour force who are retrenched during difficult economic times, and blaming such 

men for not being able to be breadwinners does not make sense. 

Morrell (2006:14) drew a distinction between three different major aspects of fatherhood. These 

three aspects can be embodied by one man, but since we have noted the absence of biological 

fathers in many family households, these distinctions are important in the South African context 

since they are often fulfilled by different men.  

 There is, firstly, the man who actually fathers the child, the biological father. In selected 

cases, the man may be unknown if artificial insemination by an unknown sperm donor was 

used or if the mother had multiple partners at the time, but usually the biological father is 

known. 

  Then there is the man who provides financially for the child, known as the economic father. 

Of course, women may also provide for children financially, but there is a strong belief found 

in many studies in the South African society that men should be breadwinners (Rabe 

2016:127). 

  Lastly, Morrell (2006:14) refers to social fatherhood, where it is implied that fathers spend 

time with children by teaching them, giving them guidance, playing with them and so forth. 

Both the economic and social aspects of fatherhood can be carried out by various men in a child’s 

life such as an uncle, grandfather or stepfather. Given the above distinctions, what were your 

experiences of fatherhood as a child? 

There is increasingly focused research done on the specific roles fathers play in the lives of daughters 

and sons all over the world. It has been reported than men are more likely to engage in active play 

with their sons, give them more advice and spend more time with them. Fathers find it more difficult 

to engage with their daughters, especially during adolescence, and if they do have conversations, 

they are likely to focus on topics such as learning, or tangible problems like finances. Yet, even in 

developing countries (such as Uganda) where patriarchy may be more entrenched, it was found that 

involved fathers enhanced gender equality since they supported their daughters to become 

successful in their careers, although differential treatment of sons and daughters was still more 

likely in patriarchal societies. Involved fathers are also more likely to have daughters who are able to 

negotiate equal sexual relationships with their partners during adolescence and adulthood (Lesch & 

Scheffler 2016:202-206). 
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Motherhood 

Motherhood is different from fatherhood in that the biological mother can always be recognised 

clearly due to the pregnancy and birth of the baby. Also, similar to fatherhood, “the bad mother” can 

be identified in public discourses, especially in cases where children are abandoned or neglected. 

However, there is an extremely positive ideology built around motherhood in South Africa, related 

to aspects such as the 1950 demonstration by women against pass laws, where they were often 

casted as mothers. Amongst the Afrikaners, the term volksmoeder was often used to refer to 

ordinary women who were regarded as the principal socialisers of children, and the English 

translation of this term, namely “mother of the nation”, is often used to refer to women with a 

public profile or important position in the community. Motherhood is thus easily vilified or placed on 

a pedestal. Since there is a belief that all women want to be, and are natural mothers, bad mothers 

are regarded as anomalies and good mothers as people who are acting out their given task in life. In 

reality, mothers are ordinary fallible people and unrealistic expectations of mothers (especially if it is 

internalised) can place added burdens on women who are simply struggling to make ends meet. 

Yet, globally and in South Africa, it has been found that women are better at providing financially for 

their children compared to men (Gummerson & Schneider 2013). Another factor that has been 

clearly established in South African research is that single parent households headed by women are 

markedly poorer than households headed by men (Rogan 2013). This is, of course, not surprising, 

since male headed households are more likely to have a breadwinner and additional adults in the 

household that can create income generating activities. Although it is encouraging that various 

studies found that men in general are more involved in childcare activities compared to future 

generations of men, men (as a category) are not nearly sharing childcare tasks equally with women 

(Rabe 2016:128). 

Wright, Nobel and Ntshongwana (2014) undertook research in the Eastern Cape where it was found 

that poor mothers without income received little support from extended families. Unlike the belief 

that only men were expected to be breadwinners, extended families expected mothers to have an 

independent source of income, regardless of how this was gained. Although it is not possible to 

generalise this to the whole of South Africa, from this study, it does suggest that as fathers are 

expected to become more involved in childcare, women are expected to be breadwinners as well. It 

may also again reiterate a point that was made in the previous study unit about extended families, 

namely, that poverty is so widespread that it is impossible for extended families to absorb and 

support all family members that are not involved in paid labour activities. 

Grandparenthood and older persons 

Although chronological age is not always a good indicator of the onset of grandparenthood, 

chronological age is not unimportant. Just as the age of 18 years gives access to certain rights and 

responsibilities as described above, the age of 60 years does the same in South Africa and many 

other places. For example, people over the age of 60 years can get discounts on certain goods and 

services and more dramatically, an old age grant can be accessed by people over the age of 60 years, 

who pass a means test in South Africa. This latter aspect is often an important source of income for 

poor families (Kimuna & Makiwane 2007; Mosoetsa 2011) and hence it enhances the status of older 
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people in such communities. In such cases, suddenly accessing money can be a transition in an 

individual’s, and the family’s trajectory.  

Since sub-Saharan countries are youthful societies, not enough attention is paid to old age, but 

according to a report from the World Health Organisation (2015:43), the number of people over the 

age of 60 years will increase from 46 million in 2015 to an estimated 157 million in 2050. Such huge 

increases will play a major role in the expectations from governments and hence serious attention 

should be paid to older persons. According to the South African Older Persons Act, community-

based care for older persons is preferable to institutionalisation, but how does that tie in with 

families?  

When thinking back to the previous study unit, extended family households, modified extended 

families and single households are all important in this regard. As pointed out in the previous study 

unit, in cases of extended family households, grandparents’ lives are embedded in that of the family. 

Yet older people may also often live separately from their adult children or not have adult children. 

Grandparenthood can thus range from seeing grandchildren on occasional visits, to living with them 

permanently. The emphasis that is being placed on independence in Western societies (Morgan & 

Kunkel 2016:110-111) often results in elderly people wanting to live on their own. For example, 

many white elderly people in South Africa live on their own (in other words not with their children or 

other members of extended families), sometimes in housing options designed for older persons, 

such as retirement villages or old age homes. In contrast, poor elderly people often live in extended 

family households where they are financial resources people due to the state old age grants (Rabe 

2015:151). Also in wealthier families, money may flow from grandparents to adult children, and 

often this is an important source of wealth. 

To summarise, within the family context, older people can be supporters in practical matters such as 

taking on household tasks and raising children, or they can be in need of physical care if they are 

frail. The age at which people become grandparents is important since younger grandparents are 

usually more active and able to provide support. However, longevity and good health play an 

important role and there will be wide variation amongst different grandparents.  

Conclusion 

In this study unit, the focus was on the changing aspects of family life as individuals become older. 

Specific moments in the lives of familes were highlighted by referring to rituals such as the sharing of 

meals. The different constructions of childhood and adulthood were considered and a gendered 

glimpse into parenting was also provided. Lastly, the role of grandparents in families has been 

considered. 

Self-assessment questions 

1. Discuss the significance of eating together for families. 

2. Explain the importance of transitions (as used in the life course perspective) for families, by 

using childhood as an example. 

3. Explain gendered constructions of parenthood in South Africa. 

4. Discuss grandparenthood in South Africa by referring to different family structures. 
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Theme 3: Sociology of families 

Study Unit 8: Challenges of South African families 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Describe the different forms of domestic violence 

 Reflect on the effect of poverty on family wellbeing 

 Appraise the relationship between intimate care and gender constructions 

 Evaluate the role of family policy and state support on the lived experiences of families 

 

Key concepts: 

The following concepts will be used in this study unit. Make sure that you understand the meaning 

of these concepts before you study the unit. 

 Gender-based violence (GBV) 

 Intimate partner violence (IPV) 

 Domestic violence 

 Absolute and relative poverty 

 White Paper 

 People living with HIV (PLWHIV) 

 

Introduction 

In South Africa, we are bombarded with news on family violence on a daily basis. Many of these 

cases are horrific and it is difficult to fathom how family members can treat each other in such a 

way. In this section, we would like to focus not on extreme cases of physical violence that are often 

reported in the media, but on the widespread incidences of different forms of domestic violence. 

Child neglect is, for example, a huge concern in South Africa, and not as noticeable as physical 

violence directed against a child. We will also look closer at emotional and verbal abuse which may 

be even more difficult to notice within families. We have to ask why South Africans are so violent 

and harsh in their treatment of people who are (or were) their “loved ones”. 

Next, we will focus our attention on poverty and how it relates to families. When highlighting such 

issues, we have to ask how policies address this aspect and whether enough is being done. The 

employment patterns in South Africa are obviously closely related to the issue of poverty and hence 

it is important to incorporate this aspect in our thinking on poverty alleviation.  

Lastly, the issue of care and gender relations within families will be addressed. This issue received a 

lot of attention when the HIV pandemic spread over South Africa, but it is also of importance when 

care for disabled or frail family members is at stake. 
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Activity 1 

Read the Domestic Violence Act (1998) of South Africa and the amended Sexual Offences Act (2007) 

online: 

Republic of South Africa, Domestic Violence Act (1998):              

http://www.gov.za/documents/domestic-violence-act  

Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters) Amended Act 32 of 2007: 

http://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2007-032.pdf   

You may also choose to read a summary from the Sonke Gender Justice organisation directed at the 

general public detailing the implications of the Amended Act: 

http://www.genderjustice.org.za/publication/a-summary-of-the-criminal-law-sexual-offences-

amendment-act/  

Identify the different forms of domestic violence specified in the South African Act and write them 

down: 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

What are the main implications of the new Amended Act on sexual offences in South Africa? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

You would notice that a variety of behaviours is seen as domestic violence, including physical 

abuse, sexual abuse, emotional/verbal/psychological abuse, economic abuse, intimidation, 

harassment, stalking, damage to property, entry into residence without consent and “any other 

controlling or abusive behaviour”. The Act not only extends to those who are still in a relationship; 

it may also include people who were recently in a relationship and the perpetrator does not 

necessarily live with the victim. 

The Sexual Offences Amendment Act is regarded as a step forward for gender equality since both 

men and women can take legal action if sexual crimes are committed against them. It also lowered 

the age at which men and women can give consent to have sex to 16 years. Another important 

aspect is that rape survivors can access post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) from health services. This 

dramatically reduces the chances of contracting HIV due to rape. A national list for sex offenders 

was also developed since the promulgation of the Act. 

 

http://www.gov.za/documents/domestic-violence-act
http://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2007-032.pdf
http://www.genderjustice.org.za/publication/a-summary-of-the-criminal-law-sexual-offences-amendment-act/
http://www.genderjustice.org.za/publication/a-summary-of-the-criminal-law-sexual-offences-amendment-act/
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Domestic violence 

Watts and Zimmerman (2002) state that acts of domestic violence against women are seldom 

isolated incidents. In the majority of cases, it is ongoing. Although men can also be victims of 

domestic violence, certain forms are perpetrated specifically against women, such as the abortion of 

a female fetus (because a boy child is preferred) and honour killings where women are killed 

because they brought so-called shame to their families. When focusing on rape and sexual violence, 

Dartnall and Jewkes (2013) emphatically state facts that are clear from current available 

information: Rape and sexual violence take place amongst all classes, in all societies. Women and 

children are more likely to be victims of sexual abuse and in the majority of cases, perpetrators are 

known to the victims. In the majority of cases, men are the perpetrators of sexual violence, but 

women and children can also be perpetrators. The contexts and the scenarios in which sexual 

violence acts take place are insurmountable as we know too well from court cases and newspaper 

reports (we do not wish to provide you with examples here as certain feminists and other scholars 

warn this can easily lead to a “pornography of violence”). 

To estimate the extent of domestic violence in South Africa is extremely difficult since so much of it 

is unreported. Amongst the more accurate and chilling figures that one can analyse is child homicide. 

By investigating the deaths of children in South Africa, Mathews, Abrahams, Jewkes, Martin and 

Lombard (2013) report that in 2009, 5.5 homicides ocurred per 100 000 children under the age of 18 

years in South Africa. It is reported that the South African child homicide rate is more than double 

the global estimate. In 44.5% of such cases, child abuse and neglect preceded the deaths, especially 

in the case of girls. When focusing specifically on the death of children between 15 and 17 years, 

boys are nearly five times (21.7 per 100 000) more likely to be victims than girls (4.6 per 100 000), 

but they are far more likely to be killed by a non-family member. Also in this analysis, nearly one 

third of children were killed by their mothers (it may be useful to think back to the family household 

composition studied earlier since a high number of children live only with their mother and not a 

father).  

When looking at these figures, one has to remember that a homicide linked to abuse and neglect is 

the end result of a long path of abuse and that for every one child who dies, scores of children are 

still living through the daily horrors of abuse. Although we do not have accurate figures of the extent 

of domestic violence in South Africa, clearly we have a huge problem with interpersonal violence as 

this one depiction of child homicides reveal. Let us broaden the scope now by considering one of the 

most intimate forms of sexual violence in the next activity, namely marital rape. 

Activity 2 

The legal framework of sexual violence differs between countries. For example, marital rape is a 

criminal offense internationally and in many countries, including South Africa, but in 127 countries, it 

is not criminalised (Dartnall & Jewkes 2013). What do you think is being revealed about such 

societies that do not regard marital rape as a criminal offense?  

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Feedback 

If it is not possible to charge a person with marital rape in a specific society, it means that 

marriage is regarded as a license to demand sex and related acts from the other person at all 

times,whether they are willing or not. Since men are usually the perpetrators of marital rape, such 

a situation suggests a patriarchal approach to marriage, where women are seen as a “property” of 

their husbands. 

Jewkes, Levin and Penn-Kekana (2002) analysed a cross-sectional study conducted in 1998 in three 

provinces of South Africa. Notice that the study was conducted only four years after the first 

democratic elections held in 1994, in South Africa. The apartheid government (as well as the colonial 

regime), as pointed out by Vetten & Ratele (2013:4), regularly used brutal force and thus, in many 

communities, physical violence was/is the order of the day. Such general violence in public spaces 

spilled over into interpersonal violence.  

In the article by Jewkes et al (2002), the focus was on physical, sexual and emotional abuse of 

women and the authors found the following risk factors associated with domestic violence:  

 experiencing violence as a child  

 low levels of education  

 “liberal ideas on women’s roles”  

 alcohol consumption and conflict over the male partner’s drinking  

 having another partner  

 the male partner preferring to have a son 

 frequent conflict   

 one partner supporting the household financially  

 

If we look closely at these aspects, it is clear that power dynamics is often at the heart of abuse 

where women become more empowered and the use of violence in conflict is normative in the 

community. Aspects such as marital or migrant status, age, employment or the man’s level of 

education was not found to play a significant role in this study. These general aspects related to 

domestic violence were teased out further by qualitative studies. 

Rasool (2015:29f) argues that abuse within families in South Africa has become normalised within 

certain communities. Focusing specifically on women in abusive marriages, it is clear that 

participants in her qualitative study regard abuse as something that has to be endured (and even be 

expected) in order to maintain families. Not only do the women in such abusive relationships not 

think of seeking help to end the abuse, but family members and the broader community also 

encourage women to stay in abusive relationships. Such notions should be understood within the 

larger discourse of gender where men are portrayed as aggressors and women as peacemakers. 

Specific forms of masculinity and femininity are thus socially constructed and these constructions 

play out in specific ways in conflict situations.  

Boonzaaier (2005) makes similar arguments in her qualitative study where she argues that men are 

trying to cling to hegemonic (or dominant) forms of masculinity where they maintain control in their 

personal relationships. Mazibuko and Umejesi (2015:6585f) outline the debate centering on violence 
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against women as gender and power dynamics being enmeshed within African patriarchal systems 

where aspects such as polygyny and male promiscuity are accepted, and extended families have 

power over married couples. Furthermore, domestic violence in South Africa takes place within 

communities where violence is regarded as a legitimate tool to settle disputes. Mazibuko and 

Umejesi also argue that the violent apartheid past contributed to experiences of, and witnessing 

domestic violence (usually perpetrated by fathers/husbands) in townships. However, now in the 

post-apartheid South Africa, emotional abuse became far more commonplace since there are no 

visible signs left on the bodies of victims of such types of abuse. The authors also argue that 

although poverty may contribute to the daily strains people experience that can easily contribute to 

domestic violence, middle class female participants in their research also reported abuse from their 

partners. 

Due to the fact that a number of studies have confirmed that women are overwhelmingly the 

victims of domestic violence and their male partners the perpetrators, researchers have shifted their 

attention somewhat to include the perspectives of men. This approach is in line with broader 

thinking on gender issues, which initially focused on women only. Connell (2003) has already stated 

some time ago that “[t]o move towards a gender-equal society, one requires men and boys to think 

and act in new ways, to reconsider traditional images of manhood, and to reshape their 

relationships with women and girls”. The author argues that the belief that men are inherently 

violent or set in their ways (such as “boys will be boys” utterances) should change since countless 

studies have shown the ability of men to change. Rather, the social construction of different forms of 

masculinity is underlined in various countries where men’s ability to care has, for example, been 

demonstrated.  

Vetten and Ratele (2013:4) quote Clowes who argues that men are also left vulnerable by gender 

equality. They also document that men find it particualrly difficult to report violence against them 

since women are firmly cast as the victims in gender-based violence (GBV) cases in public discourses. 

Jewkes, Flood and Lang (2015) highlight that not all men are violent, but all men can potentially 

contribute to end the scourge of violence against women in South Africa. The question is how this 

will be done. Certain men’s organisations tackle issues such as violence against women, but it is not 

necessarily ideal if these organisations tackle women’s issues without the participation of women. 

Thinking about men as perpetrators and women as victims only is problematic since certain men 

abuse others, women abuse men and women abuse each other. GBV can only be addressed if 

people, regardless of gender, work together to solve the scourge of violence. Such an approach will 

have the best possible chance to address violence against people based on their sexual orientation, 

intimate partner violence (IPV) between heterosexual and same-sex couples, as well as various 

forms of sexual violence.  

Naidoo and Nadvi (2013:145-146) suggest that a more positive approach to GBV is required in the 

South African society. They argue that wellness of perpetrators should be sought since rehabilitation 

did not prove to be very successful in reducing GBV. Wellness implies that people’s lives would be 

free of interpersonal violence. Aiming for wellness is influenced by how people view life and this, in 

turn, is dependent on “generalised resistance resources”. The latter includes aspects such as self-

esteem and social and cultural capital. Such aspects should thus be addressed in the lives of 



  SOC1502/501   

118 

 

perpetrators. Equally important is to tackle the ideal male roles that men would have to attain in 

society and in South Africa, so that they do not have to resort to violence. 

We have tried to draw your attention to the gendered nature of domestic violence and how in 

dealing with violence, a gender inclusive approach will be required. However, changing of views and 

social constructions of gender will take time. You may be aware of people being abused one way or 

the other, at present, in their families. The following activity is therefore of a more practical and 

immediate nature. (Note that we refer to “survivors” of domestic violence to move away from the 

implied helplessness implied by a term such as “victim”.) 

 

Activity 3 

Make a list of organisations (and their contact details) in your community that support survivors of 

domestic violence. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

We can, of course, not give a comprehensive list of such organisations in your community and here 

we merely point to a few national organisations such as:  

 Sonke Gender Justice (http://www.genderjustice.org.za/); 

 Families South Africa (FAMSA) (http://famsa.org.za/);  

 People Opposing Women Abuse (POWA) (https://www.powa.co.za/POWA/);  

 Lifeline (http://lifelinesa.co.za/) or 0800 150 150;  

 Childline South Africa (http://www.childlinesa.org.za/contact-us/) or  08 000 55 555; and 

 the South African Police Service 

(https://www.saps.gov.za/resource_centre/women_children/domestic_violence.php).  

 

It is a good idea to keep such a list handy so that you can give it to any person you may encounter 

who is a victim/survivor of domestic violence. Also, if you have been, or still are in an abusive 

situation yourself, you can of course also contact them. 

Let us now focus on policy directives related to families and care. 

Family policy  

In the international literature on family policy, the state, the market (or private sector), the family 

and civil society are identified as the major role-players in ensuring that opportunities and care are 

provided to all individuals. The concepts “familisation” and “defamilisation” are used where the 

latter aims to support adults (of either gender) to be economically active by minimising the care and 

obligations towards family members. Providing free childcare to children of all ages would be an 

http://www.genderjustice.org.za/
http://famsa.org.za/
https://www.powa.co.za/POWA/
http://lifelinesa.co.za/
http://www.childlinesa.org.za/contact-us/
https://www.saps.gov.za/resource_centre/women_children/domestic_violence.php
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example in this regard since it leaves a parent able to engage in paid employment, whereas 

familisation policies will support individuals to care for dependent family members without facing 

negative social or financial results. An example would be generous parental leave, where a parent 

can stay at home whilst being paid and return to work after an absence of a year or longer (Lohmann 

& Zagel 2016). These types of policies are linked to welfare states where gender equality is aimed 

for. Although countries such as South Africa have policies for compulsory maternity leave, women in 

the informal sector (for example, street vendors) cannot make use of such policies. Let us then turn 

our attention more closely to the situation in South Africa. 

In South Africa, the Department of Social Welfare was introduced in 1937. However, this department 

actually supported churches and community-based organisations that were already supporting 

families in one way or another. Given the racial past of South Africa, these initiatives were no 

exception and white families benefitted ultimately from these initiatives (Hochfeld 2007:79-80). For 

example, it was only after 1994 that many of the financial benefits given to white South Africans 

were extended to all South Africans as the new policies and legislation gradually fell into place. An 

example of this is the state old age grant where although everybody could apply for it, white elderly 

people qualified for a grant much higher than that of elderly people who were classified as black, 

coloured or Indian. Although these racial inequalities were erased fairly quickly by the newly 

democratic elected government in the 1990s, it was only in 2010 that men and women could apply 

for the grants from the age of 60 years. Prior to this, men had to be 65 years old before they could 

qualify and women could apply for the grant from the age of 60 years. This discrepancy between 

men and women was difficult to understand since women tend to live much longer than men (Rabe 

2015).  

The old age grants are of importance since older people are more valued due to them being financial 

resource people in poor families. Older women are often full-time caregivers of children, a role that 

they performed during the apartheid years and many still occupy in post-apartheid South Africa 

(Møller 1998). Schatz (2007) describes many older women in rural areas as a “vulnerable 

population” taking care of other vulnerable household members. Also, since the institutionalisation 

of large numbers of old people will be financially unattainable, community-based care is sought for 

the majority of older people for as long as possible (South African Older Persons Act no 13 of 2006) 

and the old age grant makes this a more realistic option for certain older people.    

Specific family policy documents, such as the Draft National Policy Framework for Families (2005) 

and the White Paper on Families in South Africa (2012) are regarded as steeped in ideology and 

have been criticised by various authors as promoting a middle class heteronormative view of what 

families should be  (Hochfeld 2007; Knijn & Patel 2017; Rabe 2016). Although the variety of family 

structures and dynamics found in South Africa are acknowledged in these family policies, only 

heterosexual couples who are married and financially secure are regarded as “stable”. Marriage is 

seen as a solution to conflict as if it will magically solve problems. Rabe (2016) summarises this 

problematic approach of the White Paper on Families in South Africa (2012) as follows: 

“Although stable marital unions have been linked with children and adults enjoying many 

benefits, other variables in such relationships, such as more than one adult breadwinner and 

sharing of child-rearing tasks, are contributing to such benefits. Promoting ‘stable marital 
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unions’ in itself is thus not always an appropriate approach, especially since it is not practical 

in all cases, or people choose to live in other family household structures. Practical support 

and strengthening of various family forms should rather be consistently articulated in policy 

documents on families to avoid confusion between economic, practical and ideological 

arguments on families.” 

In other words, instead of promoting a particular type of family, families should be supported to 

arrange their households according to their preference without benefitting the needs of certain 

family members over those of others. There are no clear guidelines given in the White Paper on 

Families in South Africa on how families can be supported. As mentioned, the South African Older 

Persons Act no 13 of 2006 and the state supported grants are more practical in nature, and the latter 

will receive more attention next. 

Poverty 

The latest official unemployment rate in South Africa in the first quarter of 2017 is 26.5% (consult 

www.statssa.gov.za for newer figures). This is extremely high, and it should also be kept in mind that 

only people who are actively looking for work are included in this percentage. The actual number of 

unemployed (and underemployed) people is much higher. Although absolute poverty in South Africa 

may be slowly decreasing, by 2008, two-thirds of children (11.9 million) were still living below the 

poverty line of R515 per month. Children living in rural areas are particularly affected by poverty 

where a black or coloured female is the head of the household. Location, race and gender thus 

intersect with high rates of poverty (Knijn & Patel 2017). Knijn & Patel (2017) report that there were 

16.5 million beneficiaries of social assistance grants (children, older persons and people with 

disabilities) in South Africa during the 2016/2017 period. 

One of the most positive features of the post-apartheid era is the child support grant (CSG) that was 

implemented since 1998, for children under the age of six years who qualify for the benefit. Later on, 

the CSG was expanded to eventually include all children under the age of 18 years if they meet the 

criteria (they must have a birth certificate and live in poor households as determined). In addition, 

free compulsory schooling and free primary healthcare services are available for mothers and 

children. Yet, despite these lofty ideals, the quality of education and accessing healthcare lag behind. 

The CSG is paid out to the child’s caregiver and only 3-8% of grants are paid to male caregivers since 

women are more likely to be caregivers. The CSG follows the child and is given to the caretaker of 

the child regardless of the family structure in which the child lives. This is significant since it implies 

that the child’s best interest is at stake and it acknowledges that children live in various family 

structures (Knijn & Patel 2017), unlike the family policy documents referred to above. 

Activity 4 

Do you think that social assistance grants are making people dependent on the state? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you think that the CSG encourages people to have more children? 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/
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__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

In our view, the public perception amongst certain sectors of society that the grants create 

dependency is out of touch with the realities of being poor. The grant, especially the CSG, is very 

little and not enough to live from. At best it can relieve absolute hunger and therefore make it 

possible for people to seek opportunities in their lives. The positive benefits of the CSG has been 

noted in health outcomes of children. It has further been noted that the majority of mothers 

accessing the CSG are older, and not teenage mothers. Given that the total fertility rate in South 

Africa is steadily dropping, there is no indication that the CSG is encouraging people to have more 

children. Countless qualitative studies undertaken in South Africa highlight the struggles of being a 

parent and being unemployed (see for example, Wright, Noble & Ntshongwana 2014) and hence 

the dependency debate is in fact an insult to people struggling to make a living. The conditional 

grants given to people in many Latin American countries expect families to give proof of children 

receiving immunisations or attending school (the so-called “deserving poor” as Adesina (2011) 

aptly points out) but these aspects are already met in South Africa (Rabe 2016). However, the lack 

of job opportunities based on slow economic growth and unskilled or semi-skilled 

labourers/employees, is the major reason for families struggling economically. Hence 

interventions related to family are focused on basic necessities in life instead of addressing the 

gendered burden of care and power relations within families. 

Gender and care in families 

Care is often associated with families where children are being raised, frail elderly people are looked 

after and people with disabilities are supported. If an individual who needs care is not being cared 

for, the first question is often “where is that person’s family”? The responsibility of care is therefore 

easily assumed to take place within the family.  

Seekings (2002) expounds how African states in particular rely on the extended family to provide the 

necessary care for individuals. To say that the family will take care of members is often not even 

interrogated, but what is of interest is who specifically will do the actual caretaking? Manderson and 

Ellen (2016:205f) argue that both gender and age play determining roles in who takes care of family 

members, yet these are not the only aspects that play a role. The history, personality and the actual 

relationship between individuals also influence whether the care will take place and what the quality 

and nature of the care will be. Kinship systems often had rules or guidelines and hence some 

predictability in who will take care of family members, but aspects such as “colonialism, war, 

drought and wage labour” in Africa disrupted such guidelines. In contemporary societies, women 

take on the bulk of care in families but that does not mean that all men are uninvolved in caretaking. 

It is important, when thinking about care, that we do not only focus on the physical care such as 

bathing, dressing, feeding and so on, but also on the emotional work of care. In the case of families, 

it is believed that people do not only feel obligated to take care of other family members, but that 

they also want to do it. Based on emotional bonds they have with those who are in need of care, it is 

assumed that it will be less demanding on the individual and hence the caretaker will also not be in 
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need of compensation to take on the caring. Although this may be true on the short-term, it is not a 

given, “and the capacity to provide care, is not limitless. To some extent we are kinder about 

economic constraints than emotional ones”  (Manderson & Ellen 2016:208). Furthermore, where 

kinship-based networks are not able to fulfill the caring needs, it has been described as a “failure of 

culture” that can suggest a “moral failure”. 

It was argued above that men should become more involved in caregiving if gender equality is ever 

to be reached. The history of caring for people living with HIV (PLWHIV) in South Africa clearly 

demonstrates this. Apart from the initial focus on gay men in developed countries, the early 

HIV/AIDS discussion focused on the vulnerability of women. Initiatives were launched to educate 

women, and only much later (in 2000) did the World AIDS Campaign proclaim “Men Make a 

Difference”. Past gender ideologies entailed that women would take on all caregiving for PLWHIV 

(Connell 2003:17) and new policies should enable men to become more active in caregiving. 

Conclusion 

In this study unit, your attention was drawn to the scourge of domestic violence. The efforts in 

reducing the violence include legislation that is in place, but it was argued that new cultures of 

respect and dignity towards others and the self will have to be cultivated if we want to become less 

violent societies. 

Due to inherited and ongoing economic inequalities, poverty is a harsh reality for many families in 

South Africa. Individual social grants are shared amongst family members to try and survive. Apart 

from such basic financial assistance from the state, other family policy documents are steeped in 

family ideologies that have not kept up with the realities of South African families. 

Despite the suffering apartheid brought for many black, coloured and Indian families, dependencies 

brought on by the HIV pandemic and the persistent poverty many families endure, the family as an 

institution has shown remarkable signs of resilience in South Africa. The aformentioned statement is 

not meant to deny the hardships many people endure, but there are remarkable instances of care 

and adaption that take place within families. We should thus not disregard the positive aspects of 

family life and neglect to celebrate families. However, we should strive to build a society where 

people are able to construct family lives of their choosing, characterised by fairness and equity.  

Self-assesment questions 

1. Identify different forms of domestic violence. 

2. Explain the relationship between interpersonal violence and a broader culture of violence as 

experienced in South Africa. 

3. How can the social construction of gender be revised in order to reduce gender-based 

violence? 

4. Evaluate the current initiatives of the state to alleviate poverty. 

5. Write short notes on the intimate base of care. 
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Theme 3: Sociology of education 

Study Unit 9: Theoretical perspectives on education 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Reflect on how the educational developments in South Africa influence current inequalities 

 Compare different theoretical perspectives on education 

 Apply sociological theoretical perspectives to present day challenges in the South African 

education system 

 Explain how gender intersects with other identities within the education system 

 

Key concepts: 

The following concepts will be used in this study unit. Make sure that you understand the meaning 

of these concepts before you study the unit. 

 Literacy 

 Social class 

 Functionalist perspective 

 Conflict perspective 

 Symbolic interactionist perspective 

 Gender 

 Intersectionality 

 Decolonisation 

Introduction 

Education is regarded as one of the major institutions in modern day societies. This has not always 

been the case as the idea of mass education is a fairly recent phenomenon. We will briefly pay 

attention to the development of education and schooling before focusing on the classical 

sociological theoretical approaches to education. The discipline of Sociology brings valuable insight 

to the field of education by including macro and micro views of education. Both the functionalist and 

conflict perspectives on education will be discussed to demonstrate the different approaches to 

education at a macro level. Thereafter, the symbolic interactionist perspective will be examined for a 

more close-up view on education. Aspects such as labelling and gender will be included in the latter 

discussion. 
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Activity 1 

What does education entail in your view? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

Education is a broad term and various forms of education can be distinguished such as informal 

and formal education. The former usually takes place in unstructured everyday settings such as 

learning to cook from your parents or to change a flat tyre of a vehicle. When we speak of 

education today, we usually refer to formal education that takes place in structured settings such 

as schools, technical colleges or universities. The latter is measured by standard testing and the 

outcome includes a formal certificate that can be presented to potential employers or other 

institutions. 

The history of education 

When thinking about education today, schools, colleges and universities immediately come to mind. 

Having such places that are exclusively designed for educational purposes is a relatively new 

development. For the most part of history, children could informally learn everything they needed to 

know from parents and other community members. General knowledge about household and 

farming activities were handed down through generations and there was no need for specialised 

education.  

Anthony Giddens (1997:401) argues that the printing press that was invented in 1454 by Johann 

Gutenberg (even though printing was already established in China at that time) was an important 

factor that contributed to higher literacy levels. Before that time, people had little need to read and 

even if they wanted to, there was little available to read. Texts were scarce because they were 

written and copied by hand and kept safe by locking them up, therefore the general population did 

not have access to them. With the invention of printing, more documents were produced and 

distributed and hence more people became literate. However, it was still only an elite group of 

people who were taught to read and write and education in the form of schooling only came into 

existence much later.  

It is argued that as industrialisation developed and urbanisation increased, societies became more 

and more complex and consequently children could no longer simply learn everything they needed 

to know from their parents. Basic education that includes reading, writing and calculating as well as 

a general knowledge of the physical, social and economic environment are prerequisites for making 

a living in societies today. Once basic education is mastered, more complex, technical and abstract 

learning can take place (Giddens 1997:402). It is therefore no wonder that general literacy has 

become an important measurement of prosperity in societies. 
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Gelderblom (2003) contends that the argument of education following industrialisation is not so 

straightforward. He states that certain European countries, such as Prussia and Austria, had a slower 

industrial development than England, yet education to the masses developed faster there compared 

to England. The argument is that the drive for state formation played an important role in spreading 

education to wider society. In cases where mass education spread rapidly, those societies were 

recovering from a previous conflict or national blow to their identity as a state and hence building a 

strong nation (supported by a strong state) was sought. A strong state requires key positions to be 

filled in society (e.g. administrators and military personnel) so that internal solidarity between 

citizens can be reached. Invariably the values of the dominant classes will be solidified through such 

measures. Similar practices were followed in the East where, for example, South Korea invested in 

education after recovering from the war against North Korea, as did Taiwan who felt threatened by 

China. We will return to these ideas when discussing the conflict perspective below, but let us look 

at a few global measurements to see whether we can notice the effect of mass education in nation 

states. Two well-known international measurements of education are Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science (TIMMS) and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). 

TIMMS has already been in existence for 20 years and the first PIRLS reports were published in 2001. 

In general, the results from both TIMMS and PIRLS show that more students worldwide are reaching 

international benchmarks for Mathematics, Science and literacy on the basic level (4th and 8th 

grades) but not on the advanced level (Mullis, Martin & Loveless 2016:4). If you look at table 9.1 that 

is reporting on the top performing countries for fourth and eighth grades, it is interesting to note 

that East Asian countries are dominating these top performing positions for TIMMS.  

Table 9.1: Top performing countries in TIMSS 2015 (Mullis, Martin & Loveless 2016) 

Fourth grade Eighth grade 

Mathematics Science Mathematics Science 

Singapore Singapore Singapore Singapore 

Hong Kong SAR Korea, Republic of  Korea, Republic of  Japan 

Korea, Republic of  Japan Chinese Taipei Chinese Taipei 

Chinese Taipei Russian Federation Hong Kong SAR Korea, Republic of 

Japan  Japan Slovenia 

 

For the PIRLS 2011 results for fourth graders, the top performing countries were Hong Kong SAR, 

Russian Federation, Finland, Singapore and Northern Ireland (in descending order) (Mullis, Martin, 

Foy & Drucker 2012). Do you think these results support the nation state argument?  

We will discuss the South African position on these benchmarking performances in the next study 

unit. So, let us now turn to the specific history relating to the rise of mass education in South Africa. 
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The rise of mass education in South Africa 

In the timeline below, the development of a western schooling for white children in the Cape Colony 

is illustrated. During the Dutch colonisation period, literacy and numeracy were taught with a strong 

emphasis on religious instruction. With the start of the British colonisation period (in 1806), the 

medium of instruction changed to English according to the British educational tradition with 

teachers from Britain. This resulted in British values being taught in order to ensure greater social 

control. However, it was recorded that after almost 80 years (in 1883), only one in six children 

actually attended school regularly. By 1905, education became compulsory for all white children in 

the Cape Colony. By 1910, when the colonies became the Union of South Africa, education also 

became compulsory for white children in the other three provinces (Transvaal, Natal and the Orange 

Free State, as they were known at the time). The compulsory education for white children (or mass 

education) followed after the Anglo-Boer War and thus the building of the economy of the country 

according to modernised ideas was again driving this decision (Gelderblom 2003; Rugunanan 2014). 

Let us see what happened to all the other children with regard to education in South Africa. 

 
(Gelderblom 2003) 

Although there was a period in which children of different races attended the same schools, there 

was a resistance by Afrikaners to the Anglicisation in education and they insisted on being taught in 

Afrikaans. Although they largely succeeded, it led to poor white communities (often Afrikaans 

speaking) receiving inferior education. This in turn meant that they could not compete successfully 

in the job market. There was a growing opposition to Africans being educated, especially amongst 

certain Afrikaner groups, and this led to separate public schools for white children (Rugunanan 

2014:254). The missionary schools initially taught all black school children with only the teachers’ 

salaries being paid by the government of the day. The rest of the funding came from missionaries 

and parents, which meant that the schools were underfunded. With the exception of a few schools, 

the standard of education was low, especially if compared to that of white children (Gelderblom 

2003).  

Rugunanan (2014:253) quotes a National Party politician who stated in 1945: “We should not give 

the natives any academic education. If we do, who is going to do the manual labour in the 

community?” The Nationalist Party came into power in 1948 and the Eiselen Commission was 

appointed to review African education and one of its recommendations was the Bantu Education Act 
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of 1953. More black children attended school as a result of the Act (800 000 black children attended 

school in 1953 and 1.8 million in 1963), but the education they received was inferior and the 

dropout rate was high. In terms of the Act, all the missionary schools were also closed, of which a 

select few had provided superior education (Rugunanan 2014:255). 

Protests against Bantu education erupted in the mid-1950s by black teachers and students, but the 

process of segregating education intensified. Schooling was made compulsory for coloured children 

with the Coloured Person’s Education Act passed in 1963, and for Indian children with the 1965 

Indian Education Act. 

The South African government tried to channel black children to attend schools in the homelands 

but by the 1970s, a more skilled black labour force was demanded by the business sector and new 

schools were built in places such as Soweto. The 16 June 1976 Soweto uprising was portrayed as 

protesting against Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in black schools, but it was also about an 

entire system of inferior Bantu education and its concomitant values being forced on black 

communities. The brutal police reaction on this day of protests, that included the shooting of 

children (more than 660 black people are reportedly killed during the protests) contributed to an era 

of violence and protests. The 1980s motto of “liberation first, education later” resulted in boycotts, 

killings and generations of children being denied a proper education. No quick fix can ever repair the 

damage of schools without proper resources, low pass rates, a culture of absent children and 

teachers and so forth (Rugunanan 2014:256-257). Even more than two decades after the “official 

ending of apartheid”, the schisms left by the era are still blatantly obvious (we will continue this 

discussion in the next study unit).  

Below is a diagram capturing a few of the most pertinent dates relating the history of education 

according to race in South Africa. 

 

(Gelderblom 2003) 
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With this brief background to the development of education in different parts of the world and in 

South Africa, we now turn our attention to the three dominant perspectives in Sociology since each 

of them brings an important perspective to the fore. Whilst studying these perspectives, keep the 

South African educational history in mind. You will also be asked to reflect on these perspectives by 

focusing on past and current South African educational crises. Each of these perspectives is very 

relevant to the current education system in South Africa that we will discuss in more detail in the 

next study unit. 

The functionalist perspective 

Functionalist perspective build on the principles put forward by Emile Durkheim (see SOC1501). 

According to Durkheim, education helps to promote solidarity and stability in society. A second 

aspect highlighted by Durkheim is moral education. He saw this as important since it laid the base 

for a cohesive social order. Sadovnik (2007:4) argues that these views of Durkheim set the tone for 

functionalists: “Functionalists tend to assume that consensus is the normal state in society and that 

conflict represents a breakdown of shared values … From a functional point of view, then, 

educational reform is supposed to create structures, programs, and curricula that are technically 

advanced and rational and that encourage social unity.” Through acquiring moral education, a 

person learns that individual needs may have to take the backseat to that of the group (Kendall 

2007:516).  

The work of Talcott Parsons furthered the functionalist view of schooling in modern democratic 

societies. According to Parsons, schooling gives equal opportunity to everybody. Other 

functionalists, Davis and Moore, argued that subsequent inequality inherent in a schooling system 

was also functional since it ensured that the most talented people would fill the most important 

positions in society (Sadovnik 2007:5).  

In giving clarity on the functions of education, functionalists make a distinction between manifest 

and latent functions of education. Manifest functions refer to “open, stated, and intended goals or 

consequences within an organization or institution” (Kendall 2007:516) – that which most people 

believe schools are there for or the prime purpose of schooling. According to the functionalist view 

of society, manifest functions include transmitting knowledge that prepares future generations for 

occupational and citizenship roles. Through education, we are learning in a short period of time, 

knowledge that took centuries to assemble (Kendall 2007:516). We can think of medical knowledge, 

for example, in less than 20 years, a person is taught and transformed from being a pre-school child 

to being able to perform complex operations on other people. The knowledge and skills conveyed to 

a medical student from Grade 1 until finishing medical training as a general practitioner literally took 

humankind centuries to figure out. Children are taught a certain culture, for example, language skills 

and appreciation (although certain functionalist proponents will categorise this as a latent and not a 

manifest function). Individuals’ performances are also regularly evaluated and thereby the most 

competent individuals are identified for specific future positions. Children are also taught the social 

skills required for functioning in society (Kendall 2007:517; Kornblum 2012:432; Schaefer 2009:319-

320), such as reading at a competent level. 

Latent functions are defined as “hidden, unstated, and sometimes unintended consequences of 

activities within an organization or institution” (Kendall 2007:517). There are various latent functions 
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that can be mentioned within education and some of the latent functions actually tie in with the 

more critical conflict view of education as we will see below. Elite schools for example are usually 

more difficult to gain access to; they are geographically specific and the school fees are more 

expensive (even if they are public schools). The result is that existing class structures are reproduced 

since people who can afford these schools or live nearby them are usually upper middle class or 

upper class families. Another latent function of schools is to maintain social control by teaching 

aspects such as punctuality, discipline and scheduling. In short, children learn how to function within 

a bureaucracy, an ability that will stand them in good stead if they do eventually end up working for 

a bueaucratic organisation. Also, all of us have to deal with bureacracies at some point in our life, 

and learning to function in school means that we accept standing in queues, waiting our turn and 

not always being treated as an individual with a specific personality (something that we do not learn 

in families). A third latent function of places of learning is that is acts as a “marriage market”. 

Because young people are placed together for long periods of the day, many people meet their life 

partners at school, college or university. Educational institutions are not set up for this purpose, but 

it is a plausible outcome and hence a latent function. Fourthly, although schools are believed to 

reinforce the values of parents since they choose (if possible) the school their children attend, 

children also learn aspects in school that may be different from what their parents know or believe. 

For example, they may be introduced to evolution theories that contradict certain religious 

traditions. In the case of immigrants, it often happens that children are exposed to values that are 

different to that of their parents, from aspects such as food habits to the importance of respect of 

elders (Kendall 2007:517; Kornblum 2012:432; Schaefer & Lamm 1995:454-455). 

 

Although the functionalist perspective is not uncritical of the education system, the emphasis is 

largely on the advantages that formal education provides to society. The conflict perspective take a 

far more critical stance. 
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The conflict perspective 

Supporters of the conflict perspective of education argue that inequality is built into the education 

system. According to conflict theorists, the ideologies that are reiterated within education are meant 

to justify current inequalities. There is thus an unequal distribution of material and cultural goods in 

society and education is used as a tool to make people accept these inequalities (Sadovnik 2007:6). It 

is postulated that specific factors and processes prevent people who are not from the dominant 

classes to access education equally and more importantly, that people from dominant classes are 

given special privileges within the education system. We will specifically look at cultural capital, 

tracking, credentialism and the hidden curriculum. 

 

Quality education is associated with social class and conflict theorists argue that education is simply 

a means to reproduce existing class relationships. The practices and attitudes of the dominant class 

are supported and maintained through education. Pierre Bourdieu (in Kendall 2007:518-519) refers 

to the concept cultural capital to point out that particular attitudes, manners, knowledge about 

particular books and so forth are rewarded in formal educational settings. Working class and poorer 

parents are not able to equip their children with such forms of cultural capital since they have most 

probably not been exposed to it themselves. The result is that “[s]tudents with dominant cultural 

values are more highly rewarded by the educational system. In turn, the educational system teaches 

and reinforces those values that sustain the elite’s position in society” (Kendall 2007:519). 

A second aspect that is highlighted by a conflict perspective is tracking and how this leads to social 

inequality. “Tracking refers to the practice of assigning students to specific curriculum groups and 

courses on the basis of their test scores, previous grades, or other criteria” (Kendall 2007:519). It is 

believed that if people with similar abilities are grouped together, it will be easier to teach them. It 

has been argued that specifically in lower grades, children may be grouped together based on other 

factors such as race or language and not necessarily on their abilities. It has been found that tracking 

often influence people’s perception of themselves and what they believe they are able to achieve 

(see also the interactionist perspective below).  

Randall Collins, a well-known conflict theorist, argues that educational credentials such as matric 

certificates, are basically status symbols and not really indicators of achievement. The importance of 

“credentialism” is increasing and Collins argues that is is not because of increasing expertise, but 

rather dominant classes using it as a prerequisite for occupying more advantageous positions in 

society by themselves and their children (Sadovnik 2007:7).   
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Rugunanan (2014:251) defines the hidden curriculum “as all things learnt at school that are not 

blatant or obviously taught.” Often the message is that the status quo should be accepted and not 

questioned. In the context of the USA, Bowles and Gintis (in Rugunanan 2014:252) showed how 

“working class children are encouraged to be subservient, take orders and be obedient. Children of 

professional and more affluent parents, on the other hand, are treated differently and encouraged 

to pursue leadership roles in society.”  

 

Activity 2 

According to activists calling for the decolonising of the curriculum, especially at tertiary level, not 

only social class relationships are reproduced through education. Can you apply the conflict 

theorists’ arguments, especially as they relate to cultural capital, tracking and the “hidden 

curriculum”, to the call for decolonising education? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

Clearly a continuation of the class position is not the only factor that can be conveyed through a 

hidden curriculum; gender roles are transmitted in the same way (as we will discuss below) and in 

the South African context, expectations of children based on race is dominant as well. During the 

apartheid years, children from different racial categories were schooled separately and the 

“hidden curriculum” was not really hidden in Bantu education. But, in post-apartheid South Africa, 

children from different racial backgrounds are in the same schools in front of the same teachers in 

former “white schools”. Often the teachers are white and the majority of them will convey the 

dominant ideologies that they grew up with, or in the case of black teachers in former “white 

schoools”, it can be argued that they have embraced the ideologies of the “white schools”. 

Decolonial theorists argue that the hidden curriculum based on race is profound since centuries of 

denying indigenous knowledge and languages are demonstrated on a daily basis. Ideas about 

western civilisation were part of the hidden curriculum and engrained in the contents of what was 

taught by the missionary schools, the Bantu education system and in society today. We will return 

to these arguments when discussing tertiary education in the next study unit. 

One of the strongests proponents of the hidden curriculum is Ivan Illich. Illich not only questions the 

way in which schooling takes place, he questions the very idea of compulsory schooling (Giddens 

1997:416). He calls for the deschooling of society: 

To understand what it means to deschool society, and not just to reform the educational 

establishment, we must now focus on the hidden curriculum of schooling. We are not 

concerned here, directly, with the hidden curriculum of the ghetto streets which brands the 

poor or with the hidden curriculum of the drawing room which benefits the rich. We are 

rather concerned to call attention to the fact that the ceremonial or ritual of schooling itself 

constitutes such a hidden curriculum. Even the best of teachers cannot entirely protect his 
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pupils from it. Inevitably, this hidden curriculum of schooling adds prejudice and guilt to the 

discrimination which a soceity practices against some of its members and compounds the 

privilege of others with a new title to condescend to the majority. Just as inevitably, this 

ritual serves as a ritual of initiation into a growth-orientated consumer society for rich and 

poor alike (Illich 1970:32-33).  

Illich is thus arguing that capitalism is being served by the schooling system and people from all class 

positions are duped into embracing this economic order. 

Another radical viewpoint was put forward by Willard Waller in the 1960s. Waller saw schools as 

being in a state of “perilous equilibrium”. Only constant vigilance prevents schools from erupting 

into chaos since students are forced to attend school against their will. There is thus constant 

tension in schools that is simply masked by school organisation. Schools are portrayed as oppressive 

and demeaning to students and by not complying to school rules, students are resisting the system 

(Sadovnik 2007:7). 

When reading the functionalist and conflict perspectives on schooling, very different views are 

portrayed of schools. The former is seeing schools as contributing to stability and the well-being of 

society, and the latter is portraying schools as a way of ensuring that resources are distributed 

unequally. We should therefore consider the important question of whether schools reduce 

inequality?  

The Coleman report  

We have seen powerful views that schools merely reinforce inequality, but what can we learn from 

research undertaken in this field? In 1965 James Coleman was asked to investigate what inequalities 

may lead to different educational performances in the USA. Coleman undertook a survey to gain 

information on possible factors that could lead to different performances by measuring parents’ 

socioeconomic status and school resources (e.g. facilities, teacher qualifications and expenditure per 

child). The outcome of these aspects were measured against scores on standardised aptitude tests.  

The result of this study was rather surprising since it was found that students whose parents had a 

similar socioeconomic status tended to perform similarly and that school resources did not have 

much of an impact on performance. In other words, children from wealthier backgrounds tended to 

do well in school regardless of the school resources available and those from a poorer background 

tended to perform worse regardless of the resources. Many people refused to believe these results 

and a flurry or research followed focusing on different aspects and analysing various other factors 

such as school management. Overall, the results were confirmed. A later study by Coleman himself 

found an exception with Catholic schools where academic subjects were emphasised and there was 

a more integrated relationship between the community and the school. However, the original 

research results from Coleman’s study seem to be more applicable to wealthier countries such as 

the USA and not necessarily to poorer countries (Gelderblom 2003).  

Symbolic interactionist perspective 

The symbolic interactionist perspective takes a more close-up view of education and the focus is on 

aspects such as practices in the classroom and the nature of communication. The labelling 
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perspective is of importance here. Labelling is a process whereby other people ascribe a specific 

characteristic to an individual. Labels may have a huge effect on people if those who label have a lot 

of power. In schools, teachers are expected to label children by scoring tests and writing comments 

on reports. In the classroom, a teacher may perceive and then label a child as being bright or lazy 

and then future behaviour may always be judged in terms of that label. Some labels are blatantly 

applied but others may be more subtle, for example, waiting longer for a child who is believed to be 

good at a subject to formulate an answer, referred to as the teacher-expectancy effect. If the child 

then internalises the label by also believing that they are intelligent or not, it becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy (Kendall 2007:522-524; Schaefer 2009:319-320). 

Activity 3 

Think back to your early school years, how did teachers label you? Did this have any effect on your 

later motivation to study further?  

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

It is quite clear from this perspective that teachers have a lot of power in determining what 

children believe about themselves, especially when children are young. Many people can 

remember how a teacher’s encouragement at a young age channeled them into a certain 

direction. Children who had negative experiences in school, either by having a learning difficulty or 

struggling to be quiet and obedient in class often received negative labels that also influenced 

other perceptions about them. 

Let us look at the labelling perspective in more depth by focusing on gender. Although gender issues 

are central in almost all walks of life and families play an enormously important part in shaping a 

gender identity from a young age, schools have been central in establishing a gender order. If we 

focus on the broad treatment of children in school based on their gender, it is noticeable that in 

some cases children attend single sex schools, which in itself suggests that being male or female is 

central in one’s life. But even when attending a school where everybody is welcome, boys and girls 

are treated differently. They are expected to wear different school uniforms in almost all schools 

where uniforms are mandatory, they are sometimes asked to line up separately before entering a 

class but more importantly, they are channeled in different directions either openly, or subtly.  

In South African schools of the past, gendered treatment of boys and girls was openly stated where 

they were presented with selected separate subject choices, where the majority of girls had to take 

“home economics” (e.g. cooking and sewing) for a few years and boys an applied technology subject 

(e.g. wood and metal work). Much of gendered treatment of children in schools today is however 

more subtle and fuelled by the private values and beliefs of educators. In STEM (Science, 

Technology, Economy and Mathematics) subjects, there is an overwhelming gendered profile where 

the majority of related careers are filled by men. The reason for this is clearly related to what 

happens at school. Stereotypes of male and female students may often lead to certain labels being 

attached to individuals, for example, the belief that male students do better at STEM subjects and 
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that female students are more diligent in schoolwork (Heyder & Kessels 2015). The question is, is 

this true? Let us look at the TIMMS results: 

Gender—In 1995, TIMSS reported small gender differences in mathematics at both the 

fourth and eighth grades. In countries with a difference, the boys had higher achievement. In 

science, there was a pronounced advantage for boys, with boys outperforming girls in about 

half the countries at fourth grade and almost all the countries at eighth grade. In 2015, 

TIMSS reported a different situation with far fewer countries where boys had higher 

achievement and quite a few countries where girls had a higher achievement, especially in 

science. The 20 year trends for the countries that participated in both 1995 and 2015 

generally support this change, showing reduced gender gaps, especially in science and 

especially at the eighth grade. (Mullis, Martin & Loveless 2016:4) 

What we see is that the so-called gender gap in STEM subjects is being reduced globally. In the case 

of PIRLS where reading ability is measured, the following is found: 

Since 2001, ten countries have raised their levels of reading achievement, and only four have 

had decreases. Girls outperformed boys in 2011 in nearly all of the countries and 

benchmarking participants, and there has been little reduction in the reading gender 

achievement gap over the decade (Mullis, Martin, Foy & Drucker 2012). 

These international trends on the poorer performance of boys in schooling have contributed to the 

general discussion on the “crisis of masculinity”. Although not everybody agrees that there is a crisis 

in masculinity, it is clear that girls are not only catching up to boys in terms of school performance 

but also bypassing them in many instances (see also Heyder & Kessels 2015). Do these results then 

have an influence on how teachers treat children in class? Heyder and Kessels (2015) tested this by 

employing gender enactment in their study. This basically implies that people display behaviour that 

is associated with a particular gender according to the particular culture, in other words, adhering to 

the expectations of what a “typical” boy or girl “should be”. It was hypothesised that portraying the 

image of a “lazy male student” and a “hardworking female student” will result in being treated as 

such even though the male and the female actually exhibit the same gender neutral behaviour. 

These ideas were tested by presenting vignettes or stories to teachers who had to make judgement 

calls. It was found that such behaviour triggered stereotypes that teachers have. Gender-

stereotypical judgements were made by (both male and female) teachers about learning behaviours 

of students by mere descriptions of gender and behaviour that was unrelated to learning. Male 

students were believed to have less adaptive learning behaviour than females, supporting the 

negative stereotype teachers have of boys – the teacher expectancy effect was thus demonstrated 

in this study according to gender. 

However, there is a general belief that boys are given preference in schooling in poorer countries 

(Jayachandran 2015). But is this true in our region in Africa? If we focus on the literacy levels in 

Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries, the following figure presents itself in 

2015: 
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http://www.sadc.int/files/8414/0558/5105/SADC_GENDER_POLICY_-_ENGLISH.pdf  

(SADC Gender Protocol 2015 Barometer, p 120) 

What we see in the above figure is that with the exception of Lesotho, all countries have a higher 

literacy level for men compared to women. This suggests that the education of boys is often 

prioritised over that of girls. In the case of Lesotho, boys are, however, still valued for their cattle 

herding skills and hence they are often taken out of school by their families for this purpose. But 

what is clear apart from this exception is that males are more likely to be literate in a number of 

SADC countries. This gives some support to the argument by Jayachandran (2015:63) that in poorer 

countries, there are “cultural norms that exacerbate favoritism towards males”. This also suggests 

that the interplay between family values and educational attainment often has a gendered nature 

since families decide which children are sent to school. 

We thus see a complex picture globally where girls perform just as well, or even better than boys if 

given the chance, but they are not given equal chances in all societies. It was also noted that boys 

and girls may be treated in a certain way based merely on their gender but gender intersects with 

other aspects such as location (country). 

Conclusion 

In this study unit, we briefly looked at the history of education, specifically the notion of the spread 

of mass education, globally and locally. The sharp distinctions based on race in the South African 

education system are almost overwhelming. We then changed gears by looking at the development 

of sociological theories on education and the functionalist and conflict views were both discussed. 

The latter is specifically relevant to new developments in South Africa such as the call for the 

decolonisation of education. Education as a possible “equalising tool” was then considered in more 

detail with the Coleman report as a starting point. A more close-up view of education was lastly 

taken by employing the interactionist perspective. Both labelling and gender were considered here 

by looking at global educational findings and teacher and cultural expectations. The discussions in 

this study unit will form the basis for the next study unit which focuses on specific South African 

educational challenges.  

http://www.sadc.int/files/8414/0558/5105/SADC_GENDER_POLICY_-_ENGLISH.pdf
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Self-assesment questions 

1. Compare the historical development of schooling in South Africa by focusing on racial 

differences. 

2. What contributions does schooling make to society according to the functionalist 

perspectives? 

3. What negative aspects of education are highlighted by conflict perspectives on education? 

4. Explain the labelling perspective on the educational performance of children. 

5. Write short notes on the relationship between gender and education. 
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Theme 4: Sociology of education 

Study Unit 10: Educational challenges for South Africa 

 

On completion of this study unit you should be able to: 

 Identify the barriers to inclusive education in South Africa 

 Evaluate the positive trends in school enrolment in South Africa 

 Apply theoretical insights to the challenges faced by the education sector 

 

Key concepts: 

The following concepts will be used in this study unit. Make sure that you understand the meaning 

of these concepts before you study the unit. 

 No-fee schools 

 Public schools 

 Private schools 

 Vertical social mobility 

 

Introduction 

Inclusive education is strived for in many parts of the world, including South Africa. Often, people 

are excluded from education due to lack of finances, disabilities, language difficulties and so forth. 

The school enrolments in South Africa have increased dramatically in the past two decades, as we 

will see below, but there is a huge dropout rate amongst children older than 15 years. We will 

highlight some of the reasons why people choose (or are forced to by circumstances) not to continue 

with their education. You are encouraged to refer back to the previous study unit on education 

where different theoretical approaches were discussed in order to link those insights with real life 

situations. 

Basic education in South Africa 

The Department of Basic Education in South Africa inherited a system that was based on racial 

inequalities as we have seen in the previous study unit. In addition, various international goals and 

standards were set for basic education, specifically for developing countries. For example, the 

United Nations developed a list of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and the fourth goal is: 

“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 

all.” These lofty goals are not always as easy to achieve. 
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Early childhood education (ECD) 

In low and middle-income countries, more than 200 million children under the age of five years face 

poor or delayed development due to “poor nutrition, excessive stress and lack of stimulation” 

(Neuman & Devercelli 2012:22). With such a background, children are not ready for school and this 

sets them up for poor school performance. This in turn leads to reduced employment opportunities 

and hence people (and their families) are caught up in a cycle of poverty. 

One of the measures taken in South Africa in trying to overcome this problem is the introduction of 

Grade R, the year before entering Grade 1, that forms the first year of basic education. It was hoped 

that compulsory coverage would be reached by 2010 (Atmore 2013:161) but in 2016, the minister of 

the Department of Basic Education reported that 87.2% of five year-olds attended Grade R 

(Department of Basic Education, Republic of South Africa 2016:4). We thus see a relatively positive 

picture of early childhood education enrolment, but a more aggressive approach to reach 100% 

enrolment is still required. An even more negative picture emerged from a study done by the Human 

Sciences Research Council (in Atmore 2013:157) which revealed that teacher development is not on 

par. In a study conducted in the Western Cape, only 35% of teachers with infant and toddler classes 

had any relevant qualifications and of those teaching older children in ECD, only 47% had any related 

qualification.  

Compulsory schooling 

In South Africa, all children under the age of 16 years have to attend school by law. Given the recent 

educational history of South Africa, is this the case? And if so, under what conditions do children go 

to school? 

Activity 1 

“There were approximately 14 million learners at school in 2015. Approximately six per cent of 

them attended private schools. Three-quarters (76,2%) of learners who attended public schools 

benefited from school feeding schemes. Furthermore, 70% of learners walked to school, while 8% 

used private vehicles.” (Statistics South Africa 2016:2) 

If you read the above information about schooling in South Africa, what does it tell you about 

inequality? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

Although school enrolment has increased dramatically in South Africa, there are still clear 

inequalities between different children as can be deduced from the above quotation. Being driven 

to school in a private vehicle suggests access to a stable income. On the other side of the coin, 

more than two-thirds of children are in schools where feeding schemes are in place, suggesting 

that many children do not have food security at home. These factors alone highlight the different 
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circumstances under which children are raised and, in turn, will have an effect on their school 

experiences. 

School dropout is noticeable from the age of 15, but more than 98% of younger children (between 

the ages of 7 and 14) were enrolled in schools in 2015 (Statistics South Africa 2016:11). The increase 

of no-fee schools surely played a role in the high school attendance since the percentage of children 

older than five years who enrolled for schools where no tuition fees were charged, increased from 

0.4% in 2002 to 64.6% in 2015 (Statistics South Africa 2016:13); and, according to the minister of the 

Department of Basic Education, it stood at 80% in 2016 (Department of Basic Education, Republic of 

South Africa 2016:4). More than three-quarters of children (76.2% in 2015, up from 67.8% in 2010) 

enrolled at public schools had access to  feeding schemes at the schools. There are huge variations 

according to provinces, with 94.1% of children in the Limpopo Province and 50.4% of children in 

Gauteng benefitting from these schemes (Statistics South Africa 2016:14-15). These variations 

between provinces are clearly linked to variations in job opportunities and household income per 

province. Geographical location thus play an important part in the experiences of children’s 

schooling. 

Apart from the individual wealth differences that were noted in the activity above, Engelbrecht, Nel, 

Smit and Van Deventer (2016:523) report that inherited inequities of the past are still noted in 

resources and educational levels of teachers. Especially in rural areas, there are poorly resourced 

schools that are often no-fee schools. In contrast, public schools in privileged (former white) areas 

do charge school fees and these funds are used to further develop the resources and enhance the 

quality of teaching. The result is that there is an increasing gap in the quality of education and the 

success of schooling is largely influenced by social class and location. If you think back to the conflict 

theorists’ views on education as discussed in the previous study unit, can you see how this situation 

is a clear example of their observations? 

Language barriers 

In addition to lack of resources and poorly trained teachers, it has been argued that many African 

children exhibit learning problems because their education is in a European language (a former 

colonial language) that they do not understand sufficiently. A proponent of this view, Brock-Utne 

(2015), quotes Kwesi Kwaa Prah (a sociolinguist) who argues against the idea that there are too 

many African languages to make learning in African languages a viable option. The counter-

argument to “too many African languages” is that 12-15 core languages can be understood by 80-

85% of Africans. A core language is defined as “a cluster of mutually intelligible speech forms which 

in essence constitute dialects of the same language” (Brock-Utne 2015:617). The division of Africa 

into countries according to the deliberations of the colonisers in 1884 in Berlin, contributed to the 

artificial divisions between languages and hence work across national boundaries is needed to boost 

African languages as mediums of instruction.  

The vested interest of publishing companies in publishing in 

European languages and the actual cost of publishing should 

also be tackled. It is argued that “it certainly would be too 

expensive to publish textbooks all through primary and 

secondary school as well as in tertiary and adult education 
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in between thousand and two thousand languages”9 (Brock-

Utne 2015:620).  

A more viable proposal is that children should be taught at first in their home language, thereafter a 

regional language (that will be closer linguistically to their first language than a European language) 

that can be used up to the highest level of education. Certain scholars will only then recommend an 

international language such as English. It is also argued that only if African textbooks are published, 

will publishing companies see publishing fiction and non-fiction in African languages as a financially 

viable option (Brock-Utne 2015:620).  

Apart from current financial hurdles, parents’ and students’ own views on the language of 

instruction should also be considered, since many believe that children should master a European 

language as quickly as possible so that they can become fluent in the language. Contrary to this view, 

many English teachers at schools in Tanzania and Zimbabwe would welcome it if English is not used 

as the medium of instruction, since they argue that poor use of English then become instilled in 

pupils as many teachers also do not use the language correctly (Brock-Utne 2015). Although there 

are contesting theories on how children learn best (it is for example well-known that younger 

children learn new languages faster), the crux of the argument is that the way English (or 

French/Portuguese) is being used as the medium of instruction in African countries, is not working 

well for the majority of students and is in fact hampering their scholastic development. 

If we focus more on South Africa, debates on language have been integral to the history of the 

country. Under British colonial rule, the Afrikaners resisted cultural imperialist policies by 

aggressively developing Afrikaans as a language through measures such as the founding of dedicated 

language movements. Later on, the apartheid government intentionally prevented African languages 

from developing fully by withholding the necessary resources. In resisting “Bantu Education”, 

Afrikaans was opposed by the African liberation movements (as highlighted in the 1976 Soweto 

uprisings), but in favour of English, instead of promoting African languages. This implies that 

Afrikaans and English have a much higher status in South Africa and hence many black South 

Africans are hampered in finding well paying jobs due to a lack of skill in these particular languages. 

Moreover, people lack confidence in the value of their home languages since they are led to believe 

that the languages are not able to capture “modern” and scientific concepts adequately (Alexander 

1997:83-84).  

Although home language education on the basic level (mainly Grade 1-3) and the studying of one’s 

home language (Grade 1-6) receive more attention from the Department of Basic Education in South 

Africa, literature in various African languages is still scarce. We will have to see if the incremental 

introduction of African languages in schools will support the publishing of other literature in South 

Africa. 

                                                           
9 An estimate of the number of languages spoken on the African continent. 
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Disability and education 

Based on the 2011 census, it is estimated that 2.8 million (7.5%) 

people (from a total of 51 million people) are disabled in some way. 

It is believed that this may be an under-representation (Black & De 

Matos-Ala 2016:336). Disabilities can be classified in six categories 

related to “seeing; hearing; communication; remembering 

/concentrating which have been classified as cognitive disabilities; 

walking; and self-care” (Black & De Matos-Ala 2016:336). 

 

 

Activity 2 

In 2015, a new White Paper on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was published; you can 

access it here: http://www.gov.za/documents/white-paper-rights-persons-disabilities-official-

publication-and-gazetting-white-paper  

The following conceptualisation of disability from the UNCRPD is provided in the White Paper: 

“Disability is imposed by society when a person with a physical, psychosocial, intellectual, 

neurological and/or sensory impairment is denied access to full participation in all aspects of life, 

and when society fails to uphold the rights and specific needs of individuals with impairments.  

Persons with disabilities experience three main types of interrelated barriers:  

•  social (including high cost, lack of disability awareness, and communication difficulties);  

•  psychological (such as fear for personal safety); and  

•  structural (including infrastructure, operations and information)” (Department of Social 

Development, Republic of South Africa 2016:4). 

 

If you think back to the school you attended, what barriers do you think people with disabilities 

would have experienced there? 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

The type of disability is of course influential in the type of barriers that would be experienced in 

school, people in wheelchairs or having another mobility barrier can simply not access all the 

facilities of the physical building (including toilets). People with specific sight and hearing 

disabilities will not be able to take part in the classroom unless they make their own provisions 

(such as having dictaphones in the case of blind people or being exceptional lip readers in the case 

of deaf people) or their needs are catered for by the school.   

http://www.gov.za/documents/white-paper-rights-persons-disabilities-official-publication-and-gazetting-white-paper
http://www.gov.za/documents/white-paper-rights-persons-disabilities-official-publication-and-gazetting-white-paper
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All schools should be able to accommodate children with minor or moderate disabilities and special 

needs schools should cater for children with severe disabilities who may also require specialised 

accommodation (Black & De Matos-Ala 2016:337). According to the Department of Basic Education 

of the Republic of South Africa (2016:12), 4.8% of children who attended school in 2014 have 

disabilities (compared to 1.1% in 2002). It is calculated that 84% of five year-olds who have 

disabilities attend an educational facility and 54% of children between the ages of 16 to 18 years 

with a disability attend an educational institution. A more detailed analysis of the 2011 census shows 

that the percentage of children with severe disabilities who do not attend educational institutions is 

much higher. For example, 30.9 % of 6-13 year-old children with a severe, and 9.5% with a moderate 

disability related to walking, do not attend an educational facility. This particular category suggests 

that facilities or lack of facilities is still hampering children to attend schools and it also casts doubt 

on the claims of an almost 100% school enrolment in South Africa (for children under the age of 16). 

As with other statistics discussed in this study unit, children who live in rural areas, are 

black/coloured and disabled are the least likely to attend school (Black & De Matos-Ala 2016:338). 

We thus once again see the importance of the concept of intersectionality as was discussed in an 

earlier study unit. 

The absence of children with disabilities in schooling is of course also linked to employment. Black 

and De Matos-Ala (2016:339) state that the Employment Equity Act stipulates that at least 2% of the 

workforce in every sector should be people with disabilities. Yet the 2014-2015 Employment Equity 

report shows that not even 1.2% was attained. Again, black people with disabilites are under-

represented and white people over-represented. Given the multiple barriers that many black 

disabled people have to overcome to gain employment, this is not a surprising result. 

Bullying 

Bullying is a prevalent problem in South Africa and a nationally representative study found that 41% 

of high school children have experienced some form of bullying, and even higher incidences were 

found in other studies. Links between bullying victimisation and internalising symptoms such as 

depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress and thoughts of suicide have been found as well as 

externalising symptoms such as links with violence, school truancy and dropout (Boyes, Bowes, 

Cluver, Ward & Badcock 2014:1314-1315). Boyes et al (2014:1314) state that “[e]xperiences of 

bullying can be categorised into direct and indirect victimisation.” Direct bullying victimisation is 

overt (face-to-face) and includes aspects such as hitting or name-calling. Indirect victimisation (or 

relational bullying) does not occur in direct contact such as spreading rumours or excluding someone 

from friendship groups. In the developed world, where most research on bullying has taken place, as 

well as South Africa, younger children and adolescents are more likely to be bullied (e.g. Grade 8). It 

also appears as if boys are more likely to experience bullying (Boyes et al 2014:1314), with boys 

experiencing more physical and verbal victimisation and girls more relational bullying victimisation 

(Boyes et al 2014:1321). 

Another manifestation of bullying is found in online exchanges, especially through mobile phones. 

Messages are often sent anonymously and hence difficult to track. Studies in African countries have 

various results on how widespread the problem is, but there are estimates that more than half of 

phone users in schools have experienced some form of cyberbullying. In a qualitative study in 
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Ghana, research participants reported that they regard hurtful messages on their mobile phones as 

inevitable and not very serious; and, they simply delete it. One of the most worrying aspects seen in 

qualitative research in South Africa is that older boys and men (including male teachers) use mobile 

phones to make sexual (often unwanted) advances towards female learners (Porter et al 2016:31-

32). 

We have thus noted that although school enrolment is close to universal until children reach the age 

of 15, there are still problems with inequality, teacher competency, language barriers, children with 

disabillities and bullying. In all cases, a combination of geographical location, race, class and gender 

influence people’s experiences of schooling dramatically. Despite these problems, there are children 

from all walks of life who eventually qualify to embark on tertiary education. Let us consider next 

what happens in this sector. 

Tertiary education 

Globally, tertiary education has changed dramatically since 1970, for example knowledge production 

has become more and more commercialised and there is a ballooning in student numbers. At the 

same time, the South African democratically elected government had to eradicate deep racial 

inequalities inherited from the past. One of the attempts in overcoming these inequalities was 

decreasing 36 higher education institutions to 23 in 2004. This was done by closing down certain 

institutions (especially those with weak infrastructure) and merging others. Despite this, there are 

still considerable differences between the available resources, opportunities and success rates (in 

terms of graduations and research output) between higher education institutions in South Africa. 

The growth in student numbers in South Africa is spectacular. For many, a degree is the key to 

success: “Access to higher education is regarded by the haves as a means to maintaining privilege 

and by the have-nots as a means of getting out of poverty” (Cloete 2016:4). The higher education 

(HE) enrolments are given below according to racial composition. Although the growing number of 

students are mainly black, the number of young black people enrolled in higher education 

institutions, is still well below that of white and Indian young people:  

 
Table 9.1: Higher education enrolments according to race 

Racial category HE enrolments 

(2015)1 

Student participation 

(19-29 year old)1  

    2002              2015 

National racial 

composition (2011)2 

Black 68.5% 2.8%  3.1% 79.6% 

White 18.2% 15.6%  15.7% 8.9% 

Indian/Asian 7.2% 12.7%  14.3% 2.5% 

Coloured 6.2% 3.4%  3.7% 9% 

1 (Statistics South Africa, 2016:17) 
2 (Statistics South Africa, 2011) 
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A growing number of student numbers is also evident in the doctoral student numbers in South 

Africa where, in 1996, 4 600 academics supervised 5 100 doctoral students and by 2012, 6 700 

academics supervised 13 900 doctoral students. It is important to note that many of these doctoral 

students are part-time students and hence the years it takes them to graduate, may be much longer 

compared to developed countries where full-time doctoral studies are more common. The racial 

composition of the doctoral graduates also changed dramatically. In 1996, 10 female black students 

received doctorates but in 2016 (16 year later), 106 black women received their doctorates. During 

the same time, white male doctoral graduates stayed constant with 367 graduating (Cloete 2016:1-

2).  

However spectacular the growth of student numbers, the success rate of these students should be 

the main concern. Based on the 2000 and 2006 student cohorts in South Africa who are involved in 

contact tuition, it is estimated that 45% of undergraduate students will never graduate. In the case 

of distance education students during this same time, an estimated 78% of undergraduate students 

will not graduate. It is believed that only 27% of students are sufficiently prepared to complete their 

studies within the minimum number of years. If it is taken into consideration that many families go 

into considerable debt to keep their children at university, it is clear that no financial gains can be 

reaped. The National Student Financial Aid Scheme is described by some as an extension of the 

social grant system, but for unsuccessful students, this system places them in debt (Cloete 2016:2-3). 

Given the large number of unsuccessful students and other frustrations by students, various reasons 

can be given for dropping out and being unsuccessful. Some of the student protest actions may also 

be related to this. Let us pay more attention to the 2015/2016 student protests. 

 

Activity 3 

The South African student protests of October 2015 (carrying over to 2016) were widely reported on 

nationally and internationally. The protests (with its own Twitter handle #FeesMustFall) has been 

compared to the 1976 student uprisings where black students were protesting against the apartheid 

education system and being taught in Afrikaans. In 2015, the protests were about social and 

economic changes (eNCA 2015).  

How do these types of protests make you feel? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Feedback 

Much has been written about the protests and since various forms of violence accompanied the 

protests, certain people are worried and scared. In other cases, people may be angry or sad (due 

to the structural injustices found within education or, angry at the protesters) and others may feel 

excited at the possibility of change. A whole array of emotions are thus involved and it is 
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important in reflecting on such protests to consider the emotional effect it may have on 

individuals as well.    

Langa (2017:6) argues that student protests against fees is not a new phenomenon in post-apartheid 

South Africa and that it has been particularly prominent at historically black universities. It is further 

argued that the media tend to focus on violent protests. However, violence does not erupt overnight 

and violent student protests are seen as the result of an unresolved past. Violence is physical as can 

be seen in media footage where rubber bullets and stun grenades are used and (often university) 

property is damaged. Violence can also be cast as symbolic, such as damaging the Cecil John Rhodes 

statue on the UCT campus (#RhodesMustFall) that is regarded as a colonial relic (Langa 2017). The 

statue was eventually removed but long before the removal, the specific #RhodesMustFall campaign 

escalated to a nationwide #FeesMustFall campaign. In these campaigns, the anger and frustrations 

of many young people became apparent: “#FeesMustFall can be seen as a manifestation of deep-

seated disaffection with structural racial inequalities and the endemic poverty associated with 

blackness” (Langa 2017:37). In further developments, these initial campaigns extended to broader 

aspects of inequality such as acces to land by dispossessed black people, outsourcing of university 

operations to private companies (e.g. security and cleaning services) and the contents and nature of 

teaching (a call for decolonisation of the curriculum). Langa (2017:38) describes these developments 

as “a manifestation of shared black pain and rage.”  

We can thus see that educational institutions can be sites of struggle but also potential catalysts for 

change. Can you think of other instances in the history and in other locations where student protests 

led to major societal changes?  

Clearly the conflict perspective on education can be used to analyse these development in the South 

African higher education sector, but, can you also apply the symbolic interactionist perspective 

here? Labelling and individual experiences of education are driving some of the bigger debates and 

struggles in education, and we should not ignore the effect of interpersonal experiences here. We 

have seen that many students are not well prepared for tertiary education and yet they are admitted 

into the system, in other words, young people may feel that they are set up for failure. 

Are there any solutions to the problems experienced in higher education? It has been argued that 

the academic training offered at universities is not really addressing the educational needs of South 

Africa. More vocational and training educational colleges are required and in the Department of 

Basic education’s planning, this is envisaged as the next important step (Department of Basic 

Education, Republic of South Africa 2016). The fact that so many students are leaving universities 

without a degree and with a lot of debt, can be prevented if an associate degree is implemented 

where a student leaving university after two years, does obtain a qualification. Potential employers 

require proof of potential employees’ capabilities and an unfinished degree does not help, but an 

associate degree provides proof that a certain level of competency has been achieved by a student 

(Cloete 2016:5). Clearly, more innovative policy directions, such as these proposals, should still be 

considered in South Africa if we do not want to face decades of protests by disillusioned youth. 
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Not in education, employment or training (NEET) 

In order to understand the education in a country, it is also helpful to focus on those people who are 

not attending educational institutions. South Africa has a huge unemployment problem amongst the 

youth where it is estimated that the unemployment rate for people between the ages of 15 and 24 is 

51.8% (Swart, Holte & Hiilamo, Forthcoming) compared to the official 26.5% unemployment rate for 

all adults in the first quarter of 2017 (you can check newer figures on www.statssa.gov.za).  

Unemployment is a worldwide phenomenon and the acronym NEET was developed in Britain in the 

1980s to illuminate the problem of youth unemployment. By the 1990s, it became the standardised 

way to refer to the unemployed youth in Britain and it also gained traction in various other 

countries, most notably in Europe and East Asia. With increased use, problems with the term 

became apparent largely due to the heterogeneous nature of the category. Five subcategories were 

identified that include: 

 conventionally unemployed: long- and short term unemployed youth seeking employment  

 unavailable: young people who have family commitments such as caring for sick or disabled 

family members 

 disengaged: young people who are neither seeking employment nor further education since 

they have lost hope of finding employment or live “a-social lifestyles” (e.g. drug addicts) 

 opportunity-seekers: young people seeking work or training but who may bypass 

opportunities in the hope of finding better opportunities more in line with their skills and 

status 

 voluntary NEET: young people who do voluntary work to improve skills, travel or busy with 

developing specialised skills in art or music (Eurofound in Swart, Holte & Hiilamo, 

Forthcoming)  

If we look at the main reasons young people in the 2015 South African General Household Survey 

gave for not attending any educational institution, various reasons are offered that can be linked 

with the above five subcategories of NEET, but some of them do not fit the categories:  

 9.1% say that they have completed their education  

 22.5% cite no money for fees as the main reason  

 20.3% refer to poor academic performance   

 9.2% say that disability or illness is preventing them from attending school 

 family commitments (18.1% of female compared to 0.4% of male)  

 “education is useless” (14% male and 4.4% female)   

 working at home (9% male and 3.5% female) (Statistics South Africa 2016:12)  

Why do you think there are such marked differences between the reasons provided for non-

attendance of educational institutions by male and female respondents? (Reflect on earlier study 

units in this guide when answering this question.) 

Teenage pregnancy 

Since we have seen that many young women indicated that family responsibilities prevented them 

from continuing education, pregnancy and subsequent childcare is one example of family 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/
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responsibilities that should be considered in more detail. We have noted in the first study unit on 

families that South Africans do not marry at a young age, but nearly a third of women have children 

before the age of 20 (Morrell, Bhana & Schefer 2012:5). In the past, women were often expelled 

from school if they became pregnant (note that no action would have been taken against the 

father). However, according to the South African Schools Act, education is compulsory until the year 

that a person turns 15 (or reaches Grade 9). A pregnant school girl younger than 16 may thus not be 

expelled, although this does not guarantee a welcoming school environment for a pregnant woman 

or a young mother. Women older than 16 can however be expelled (Morrell, Bhana & Schefer 

2012:6).  

Contrary to public and teachers’ perceptions, there has been a growing decline in teenage 

pregnancy since the 1980s. There is great variation according to racial category and geographical 

location. Living in a rural area means that a young woman is 60% more likely to become pregnant, 

with the highest teenage pregnancies being found in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo. 

The likelihood of becoming pregnant is also 5.5 times higher for a black female teenager compared 

to a white female teenager. The concern with teenage pregnancy is the limited educational 

opportunities for teenage mothers since it was found that only a third of teenage mothers actually 

return to school. The unwillingness of schools to accommodate them (and their children) certainly 

plays an important role. More positively, it was found that certain teenage mothers may have to 

delay completing their schooling but they do not necessarily drop out. In many cases, family 

members may be willing to share the childcare responsibilities, meaning that young mothers are 

able to continue their education (Morrell, Bhana & Schefer 2012:8-11).  

Families may thus prevent young women from continuing education if they have care responsibilities 

towards family members, but family members may also support young women in their caring 

responsibilities towards their children. In determining the continuing educational opportunities of 

young people, the interplay between the family and the educational institutions is thus of 

importance. 

Adult education 

Shortly before the first democratic election, the 1993 Adult Education Report identified four 

concepts related to adult education, namely: radical and humanistic adult education, non-formal 

education, continuing education and lifelong education (Aitchison 2004 :518). Aitchison (2004: 518) 

quotes from the said report the following definition of lifelong learning: 

Although seemingly similar to continuing education, lifelong education is a more 

comprehensive and visionary concept which, includes formal, nonformal and informal 

learning extended throughout the lifespan of an individual to attain the fullest possible 

development in personal, social and professional life. It views education in its totality, and 

includes learning that occurs in the home, school, community, and workplace, and through 

mass media and other situations and structures for acquiring and enhancing enlightenment. 

According to the author, such a view of lifelong learning is a dream that no country has fully realised 

and has been replaced with more practical terms such as “adult education” and “continuing 

education”. The latter is narrower in focus and relates to training, competency and the world of 
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work. Adult education in South Africa, with the dawn of democracy, had to focus on equity and 

redress (think back to the history of education again), upgrading of skills on a continuous level and 

developing a single national credit-based qualifications framework (Aitchison 2004:520-521). The 

Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) programme was put forward, but criticism has been 

levelled against the implementation of this programme. It has been argued that instead of being a 

flexible programme of lifelong learning, it plays a functional role to the labour market and often 

duplicates aspects found in schooling (Aitchison 2004:532).  

Below, certain measurable aspects of adult education and higher education are presented. It is clear 

that progress has been made: 

 

(Source: Statistics South Africa 2016:18) 

According to the official report by the Department of Higher Education, further successes can be 

celebrated: The Kha Ri Gude Mass literacy programme was established by the Department of Basic 

Education to reduce adult illiteracy (for people older than 15 years). It is stated that this programme 

reached 3.9 million illiterate individuals between 2008 and 2015 (in all eleven official languages) and 

that the remaining number of people will be targeted until 2017. After this, the programme will be 

phased out so that the funds used here can be redirected to the Second Chance matric programme 

where people will be given a chance to rewrite the National Senior Certificate programme 

(Department of Basic Education, Republic of South Africa 2016:20).  

When reading the above, it appears as if the successes and planning of education is well on its way 

but consider the following from Kraak (in Aitchison 2004:534): 

It was a myth that all workers at all occupational levels in all sectors will be able to progress 

up the occupational and wage ladder if they acquire higher skills because all economic 

systems require a hierarchical division of labour. This did not mean that lifelong learning is 

not essential to the task of radically restructuring the organization of work and for equipping 

workers with, for example, literacy, numeracy, problemsolving and information technology 

skills. These workers will become more multi-skilled and productive – but they will not 

always shift to a higher occupational level. 

Can you see that the above confirms a conflict perspective of education? People are promised a 

better life through education but in fact education does not translate into all people experiencing 

upward social mobility. On the other hand, given that so many people are unemployed and at risk of 
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losing employment due to increasing mechanisation, lifelong learning may be required for all 

workers to at least stay part of the occupational hierarchy.  

 

Group Activity 

To be discussed on myUnisa with fellow students: 

Even if you attended a well-resourced school, it still takes individual effort to pass grade 12 and be 

successful at tertiary level (also many people could not afford to send their children to tertiary 

institutions). Not even children that attended well-resourced schools necessarily had positive 

experiences due to a strict hierarchial system of power within most South African schools.  

Given the required individual effort to be successful and the racial inequalities of the past and 

class positions of the present, should comparatively privileged groups (especially young people) in 

South Africa be expected to contribute anything to develop the human potential of others? Or, 

will such actions be seen as “handouts to the poor” that undermines their diginity? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Conclusion 

There is lip service to the ideal of inclusive education in South Africa. Some of the indicators, such as 

school and tertiary education enrolment, reveal that both government and citizens are committed to 

education and that schools also serve other social functions, such as alleviating hunger through 

feeding schemes. Yet, when children reach the age of 15, their actions reveal structural educational 

problems such as limited job prospects and frustrations with poverty. In short, the massive amounts 

of money spent on the educational system does not enable all youth to explore suitable career paths 

and some of those who reach higher education institutions, question the appropriateness of their 

education.  

All three perspectives in Sociology that we have looked at in the previous study unit, can be applied 

here. The structural functionalist perspective maintains that the South African education sector aims 

to enhance the chances of all people to find economic opportunities. If we take a conflict 

perspective as our point of departure, it is clear that entrenched inequalities are not so easy to get 

rid of and on a material and intellectual level, it is noticeable how children from privileged 

backgrounds benefit far more from education. The symbolic interactionist perspective highlights 

how children are treated differently from a young age and that certain labels and experiences create 

certain self-images that are difficult to amend and may lead to anger, depression and despair. 

 

Self-assesment questions 

1. Identify and discuss four challenges facing the education sector in South Africa at present. 
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2. Apply the structural functionalist perspective to the notion of inclusive education. 

3. What underlying aspects of inequality can be identified in the South African education sector 

according to the conflict perspective? 

4. Analyse the advances made in education since 1994 by employing a structural functionalist, 

conflict or symbolic interactionist perspective. 
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