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Book Review : 
Growing Up ~n a Divided Society 

Grahame Hayes 

Department of Psychology 

University of Natal 

Durban 

The brutality of South African society in the present 

political conjuncture forces memories upon our consciousness 

that might otherwise become part of our social amnesia. 

However a 'memory' that has by and large escaped our social 

and political consciousness is the 'contexts of childhood'. 

The campaigns around the plight of detained children and ths 

general publicisation, from the left predominantly, of the 

problems facing children and their families in the townships 

since October 1984, have to aome ax tent rehabilitated our 

memories about the childhood contexts of social struggles. 

"Growing up in a divided society·, edited by Sandra Burman 

and Pamela Reynolds is therefore a most timely and welcome 

reminder about the contexts ~~ repression of childhood in 

the social struggles of many communities in South Africa at 
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the moment. The nature of political struggles in this 

country are often so intense and ruthless that we are 

horrified ~s adults at their effects, and hence do not 

imagine the implications and effects on children. It is 

this interesting and important notion of the social 

'invisibility' of childhood in apartheid South Africa that 

Burman raises in her introductory chapter to this volume. 

She says, 'It is true that children are often invisible 

socially and seem to be so unimportant in the progress of a 

nation that they do not appear at all in the pages of most 

history books.' (p. 1 - 2), and she may have added, most 

books on politics. The significance of these omissions is 

that our understanding of 

Following this up, Burman 

social relations is incomplete. 

remarks that • ••• to understand 

control in South Africa we must examine power in the basic 

units of society' the family, the classroom, the 

playground, the clinic, the street corners, the prison 

cells. Childran ara dominated and learn to dominate - and 

to resist - within thase unit.. They carry their knowledge 

with them into adulthood.' (p. 7 - 8). 

It is through these 'units' that social relations are 

mediated, and hence Burman makes a case for the importance 

of understanding and studying the processes and mechanisms 

of socialisation. She argues that 'Apartheid ideology is 

usually analyzed so exclusively in abstract terms that there 

is a tendency to ignore social reality for the smallest 
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building blocks in society: the family, the home, and the 

children.' (p. 8). The significance of this volume is that 

there has been a death of research on children with regard 

to the socialisation context of the South African social 

formation. Unfortunately this also applies to what the 

discipline ot psychology has produced in terms of research 

on children in apartheid South Africa 

article - Chapter 8). 

(cf. Don Foster's 

'Growing up in a divided society' serves as a window onto 

the world ot childhood, and more aspecially it opens up a 

ranga ot important reaaarch questions and araas for social 

aciantiata concernad with aocial justice to begin to 

addrass, or rather redress. While there is much of interest 

and importance in thia editad collection, it is also a 

frustrating and uneVen collection. For example the editors 

could have prepared the readers for what is a 

collection, twenty chapters in all, ot very diverse and 

wide-ranging papers. I am thinking of the very readable and 

accessible piece by Frank Chikane on the effects of the 

unrest on township children on the one hand, compared with 

the more academic and turgid pieces by Foste~ on the 

development ot racial orientation in children, and Kay 

McCormick's study of children's use of language in District 

Six. This is not a criticism of the work of Foster or 

McCormick, but rather a query about whether the important 

points that they make in their respective chapters, and 

there are other chapters, have not been missed, depending, 
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of course, on who this"collection is aiaed at. If it is 

aimed at a gene~al audience then I think that the ove~- 

academic form of many of the papers is quite inappropriate, 

if not confusing, and unfortunately detracts froa the very 

impo~tant insights and findings contained in auch of the 

resea~ch repo~ted in this collection. 

Fo~ those not schooled in ~eading dense lite~ature reviews 

of complex ~esea~ch areas the chapter by Foster is going to 

involve the most stoic of intellectual efforte, which aight 

lose readers by the way and hence the valuable points that 

he makes remain within the closed wo~ld of acadeaia. He 

concludes his ve~y thorough review of the development of 

~acial attitudes in children by aaking a nueber of iaportant 

political and theo~etical points. for example, he says, 

'Few attempts have been made to understand the situational 

demands, no~mative constraints, rules and ideological 

processes that mediate between attitude, intention, and 

action. In addition, not much attention has been given to 

children's own unde~standing of ethnic relations; children 

therefore continue to be seen exclusively as passive victims 

of ci~cumstances ~athe~ than as active agents.' (p. 182). 

This aspect of children's lives is reinforced by a number of 

the cont~ibutions in this volume, that is, that child~en a~e 

carving out their on realities in the context of everyday 

life and st~uggles. And that fo~ many children, especially 

teenage~s, the most important socialisation influence on 

their lives is their peer group. This p~ocess of children 
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making their own lives cannot be read innocently nor only 

benignly. Children taking their lives into their own hands 

is an important aspect of seeing children as independent, 

active and responsible agents in giving meaning to their 

lives and social worlds. However, as we know, and as many 

of the contributors to this volume show, children are taking 

their lives into their own hands for very diverse and often 

troubled reasons. The nature of social struggles in the 

townships has left many families in disarray: children have 

broken away from their parents, often accusing them of being 

politically conservative and unsupportive; families are 

living apart as a result of vigilante attacks; the 

detention of family members has been yet another stress on 

family life; and we must not forget the 'normal' problems 

of being black in apartheid South Africa - migrant labour, 

influx control, houaing shortages, etc. And it is in these 

circumstances that children are forging out aome kind of 

existence and identity for themselves. These contexts are 

not eaay ones for developing children and youths, and hence 

there is also a dark aide to the positivity of children 

actively creating their own worlds. 

There is not much detail on the nature and processes of 

townahip family life, and eapecially at the level of the day 

to day experiences of familias/households and their members. 

The social psychology of family life, township or other, is 

a neglected area which ha. hardly got started in this 

country. 
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Anoth.r .r.. vh.r. the .ditor. could h.v. b •• n ot .or. 

a •• i.t.nc. i. in the cont •• tu.liaing ot .0.. ot the 

·t •• ily/hou •• hold r •••• rch· that app •• r. ln thi. volu... A 

lot ot politic.l. .ociologic.l and even .o •• ti ••• 

peychologic.l pronounc ••• nt. ar ••• d. with r.g.rd to ta.ily 

lit. vith v.ry littl •• tructur.l .vid.nc. or intor •• tion to 

b.ck up th ••• i.port.nt inv.ntion.. In thi. r.g.rd Ch.rl •• 

Simkins' .rticle on hou •• hold co.po.ition and .tructure 

offers an enor.oua a.ount at •••• ntial •• piric.l intor •• tion 

that is nae.ssary to •• k ••• n.. ot the co.ple. world ot 

tamily lite in South Atrica. Mucb ot his d.t. ie t.ken tro. 

national c.n.us intorm.tion .nd i. qu.liti.d by other 

demographic and .ociological r •••• rch. An i.portent 

'finding' in tbi. vork i. that in n.w.r and •• p.ciall, urban 

Atrican •• ttl •• ent. tb.r. i •• bigber proportion ot nuclear 

bou •• hold.. It thi. i. tru ••• nd to ao ••• xt.nt th. ch.pter 

by Cock .t.l ·conte.t.· thi •• th •• ignitic.nc. ot this in 

ter •• ot it. t.pact on aocial or9ani •• tion, or rather, 

di.orgeni •• tion ot Atric.n co •• unitie •• nd hou.ehold. n •• ds 

to b. inv •• tig.t.d. Si.kin •• in his conclusion. point. to 

four •• 1n dat.rain.nt. of hou •• hold structure, na •• ly, 

tr.dition. cl.... houaing policy. .nd intlu. control (ct 

p. 38 - 39) • However, what 1. ai •• lng tra. S1.kin.' 

• n.ly.i •• r. the tor •• ot r •• i.tanca and .truggl •• ng.g.d in 

by Atric.n co •• uniti.. in trying to control th.ir own 

(t •• ily) liv... Th.r. i. a c.rtain •• n.. in which the 

•• pirical .nd c.n.u. data which Si.kina pr ••• nt. ·li •• • 
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about the reality of family life and household composition 

in a country like South Africa where even the toast is 

political. Edwards J1979) has referred to the workplace as 

a 'contested terrain', but there is very little in South 

Africa which is not contested by African working class 

communities, and housing and family life is certainly one of 

those contested terrains. This means that we have to be 

very careful of the kind of information that we get about 

household structures and the nature of family life as the 

politics of this sphere does not easily facilitate an 

accurate account darived by social researchers. 

This mora unevan and contested dimension of family life 

comes out in the Cock et al chapter where they looked at the 

arranQemants which workinQ women have made in relation to 

child cara. Por axample, they say, 'Almost 40 percent of 

tha women left their children with adult relatives, 

particularly 

children with 

Qrandmothara, and 10 percent left their 

oldar siblinQs. Thus the main form of child 

cara amonQst workinQ-class women was the extended family.' 

(p. 81). What amerges from the Cock et al study, which was 

based on a very large sample of 885 African wom~n, is that 

because of the politics of child care which confronts women 

in terms of both class and gender relations, is the 'need' 

to transform family and household relations and structures 

to best accommodate the material conditions facing these 

women. 
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Throughout the book, when the family is spoken about, the 

terms 'nuclear' and 'extended' are often used. Sometimes 

they are used with qualification, 
_/ 

These terms seem to have outlived their 

caution and but 

nevertheless used. 

usefulness in capturing the myriad forms and structures that 

make up contemporary families, especially in African working 

class communities. There is a danger that the complexity of 

family life will be missed if we continue to conceptualise 

family forms in terms of the binary opposites of nuclear and 

extended. I hope this is not just a pedantic point, but 

rather one which will result in a rethinking of the analytic 

categories which we use when trying to capture the 

complexity and flexibility of social reality. 

There is much in this volume which have not even 

mentioned. Por example the fascinating pieces on growing up 

as an Afrikaner; on growing up Jewish; the street kids of 

Cape Town; and Paul Alberts' revealing photographs. There 

are also chapters on childhood health (chapters 2 and 7); 

education; legal issues; and other interesting topics. No 

judgment is intended on the piecea have not directly 

referred to. It is obviously not possible to adequately 

review a book with 20 very diverse chapters in a short 

space. have tried to concentrate on some of the chapters 

and issues which might initially at least appeal to social 

researchers in psychology and sociology. While I have 

criticised the lack of thematic coherence and the rather 

specialist nature of some of the articles, I still think 



130 

this is a very important text for people concerned with what 

it maans to grow up in apartheid South Africa. "Growing up 

in a divided society· fills a gap in our understanding of 

childhood and family/household life, and I hope the many 

issues which its contributors raise stimulates further 

careful and committed research into the contested terrain of 

growing up in South Africa. 
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