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The issues examined in this paper are located w1th1n the context of the debate 1n Social 
Identity Theory (SIT) about the motivational forces underlying identity formation The 
starting point of the paper is SIT in the tradition of Tajtel and Turner (Ta1fel & Turner 
1979: Tajtel 1981 Hogg & Abrams 1988) According to SIT. people are motivated by a 
fundamental need for self-esteem 1n the process of rdentrty construction Despite a fair 
amount of criticism (e.g Abrams & Hogg. 1988 Hogg & Abrams. 19901 the "self­ 
esteem hypothesis' has received substantial empirical support However much of this 
supporting empirica! research has been conducted 1n experimental stud:es or 
laboratory conditions rather than 1n real-life social contexts (e g Hinkle & Brown 1990 
Hogg & Sunderland 1991 Crocker. Blaine & Luhtanen 1993) This paper reports on a 
research project 'Nh1ch sought to address comments that SIT lacks ecological vaudrty 
(Abrams 1992: Hogg & Abrams. 1990 Re1cher & Hopkins 1996) The aim of this study 
was to complement SITs predominantly laboratory and experimental f1nd1ngs -v:th 
research conducted 1n a non-laboratory context mvestrqatinq social 1dent1ty formation 
within natural social groupings Against this background detailed open-ended 
interviews were conducted with 40 residents of a Durban township aged between 1 7 
and 23 years. 1n the interests of mvestrqatmq the process of social ioentrty construction 
1n the rapidly changing social climate of the early 1990s prior to the release of 
Mandela This paper presents a case study cf the motrvatronal processes underlying 
the social 1dent1ty o1 this group of young people 

To a trmited extent the research reported on In this paper 1s located withm the traditron 
of grounded theory r Glaser & Strauss 1967, insofar as 1t sought to evaluate SIT 1n the 
light of its abihty to account tor the process of 1dent1ty formation by this part cuiar group 
of township youth and wnere necessary to extend the theory for this purpose As v,111 
be outlined below wtule SIT s basic claims were taken as a starting point 1n analysing 
the mterviews everv attempt was made to set up a dialogue between SIT and '.r,e 
intervrews 1n the interests of une-tunmq Hie theory to account for the process of «ientty 
formation as reflected 1n the accounts of the informants 



Drawing on Gecas and Schwalbe's (1983) claim that self-esteem is achieved through 
engagement in efficacious social action. this paper will suggest that In the process of 
identity construction informants were motivated by three socially negotiated cri teria for 
perceived social competence viz respectability self-improvement and 
personal/community empowerment It will be argued that these criteria for efficacy­ 
based self-esteem are shaped by the specific social and historica l context of 
informants. and that such criteria will vary from one social context and one social 
grouping to another The notion of perceived social competence" provides a useful 
way of beginning to conceptualise the way in wtuch self-esteem needs are met in the 
course of action In the context of everyday life demands 

SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY. 
SIT defines social identity as "the individual's knowledge that he (sic) belongs to 
certain social groups together with some emotional and value significance to him of 
group membership" (Tajtel 1972 31 J A social group is understood as "two or more 
indivicuals 'Nho share a common social idennfication of themselves. or, which Is nearly 
the same thing. perceive themselves to be members of the same social category" 
(Turner 1982 15) Focusing on those group memberships that are located withm the 
context of inter-group relations SIT accounts for the psychological process of group 
formation In terms of interlocking cognitive and motivational processes. The theory 
provides a detailed account of the twin cognitive processes of categorisation and social 
comparison (involving the comparison of Ingroup and outgroup in such a way that 
Ingroup sirnilannes and between-group differences are accentuated) With regard to 
motivational processes the theory postulates that group formation Is motivated by the 
fundamental human need for posiuve self-esteem In making ingroup/outgroup 
comparisons mcivrouals are motivated to accentuate those comparison dimensions 
that reflect favourably on the inqroup (see Tajtel & Turner. 1979. for the SIT's classic 
statement regarding motrvatron and 1dent1ty J 

SIT conceives of the social self as a loose associatron of group memberships with 
different group memberships being associated with different posstbrlrtres and 
constraints on action It Is this postulated link between group membership and action 
that formed tne basis of the trialoque model of identity that was developed as a 
framework for understanding the mterviews In the current study The trialoque model 
also constituted the basis of this papers conceptuahsauon of self-esteem In terms of a 
striving for perceived social competence - derived from the individuat's performance of 
competent and efficacious action In specrtic social situatrons - according to socially 
negotiated criteria for efficacy 

Tajtel and Turners i 1979 ! classic statement on the role of self-esteem In identity 
formation has informed a prolific tradu.on of theory and research into large-scale inter 
group relations In str atrfied societies (see for example work on ethnolmquistic identrty 
theory by authors such as Giles e g Giles & Johnson 1981 J It has also informed work 
In areas such as social 1dent1ty and AIDS (e g Abrams Carter & Hogg 1989) and work 
on ethnic .dennty and the structure of the self-concept (e g Ethier & Deaux. 1990J 
However the self-esteem hypothesis has not gone unchallenged (e g Abrams & 
Hogg 1988) and over the years a number of alternative motivational constructs have 
been suggested either as alternative or complementary constructs to the notion of a the 
fundamental need for self-esteem Deaux ! 1993J refers to a number of studies 
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postulating needs such as the need for material wealth power and contro l (cf Ng 
1980) the need for meaning ( cf Reynowski 1982) and the need for cognitive 
consistency (Horwi tz & Rabbie 1982) as the motrvational forces driving the 
psychological process of group formation Other possible motrvatronal factors that have 
been highlighted include drives towards anxiety reduction (Wilder 1993) and 
uncertainty reduction (Hogg & Abrams. 1993) Not one of these alternative posmons 
has succeeded ,n generating any kind of substantial research tr adition however 
Neither have any of these competing or complementary constructs yet posed any 
substantial competition to the self-esteem motive The need for positive self-esteem 
remains paramount as the motivational force wrthm social identrty research 

The current research does not seek to challenge SITs claims about the motrvatronai 
role of self-esteem Rather it seeks to provide a case study of the ooeration of self­ 
esteem needs - In a study which takes key aspects of SIT as its starting po,nt and 
seeks to examine their operation ,n an ecologically valid setting Thus the research 
accepts the basic tenets of SIT as outlined above in particular 
(i) SITs definition of the self as a loose association of group memberships (us,ng the 
definitions of 'social identity' and group membership outlined above) 
(ii) SITs postulation of a link between group memberships and possibrhtres and 
constraints on action: 
(iii) Tajfel's agenda for a 'truly social social psychology as the study of 'indrvioua: 
behaviour as It interacts with its social context. and more often than not derives from 
that context "(TaJfel & Fraser. 1978 18) and 
1v) SIT's postulation of self-esteem as the primary motive underlying ioentuy formation 

The third of these assumptions was the most important guide of current research It 
was a commitment to this understanding of the role of social context In identity 
formation that motivated the current researchers interest In developing SIT into a tool 
for understanding the construction of social identrty of real people in naturausuc socral 
settings - as a complement to the preference for experimental or laboratory research 
shown by the bulk of researchers in the SIT tradition 

METHOD. 

Informants. 
Interviews were conducted with 40 Zulu-speaking residents of a Durban township 20 
men and 20 wcmen Informants were aged between 17 and 23 years and their oarents 
were unskilled or serni-skilleo workers or involuntarily unemployed The interviews took 
place In 1990 the time of turbulent social and pohticat events rrnrnedrately prior to the 
unbanning of the ANC and the release of Nelson Mandela. with strong signs of a 
fundamental shift In the balance of power In South Africa These events were 
accompanied by high levels of social mstabihty evidenced In high levels of poutrcal 
violence and crime which impacted strongly on the lives of ordinary townsh,p people 
Ihe young people In this study lived In stressed economic circumstances overcrowded 
l1v1ng accornodation. and frequently spoke of scarce family resources to meet the costs 
of education Virtually all the informants parents were rural-born people who had 
moved to the city to find work as opportunities for making a l1v1ng In the countryside 
di-rurushed In contrast to their parents almost all the informants In the study were 
township born Their childhood experiences nae often been very different to those of 



their parents. Almost Without exception the mtorrnauts had experienced more formal 
education than their parents 

Interview technique. 
In contrast to the more structured data-gathering procedures of much social identity 
research. mforrnation was gathered through an open-ended semi-structured mterview 
format In wruch informants were encouraged to speak freely about their life 
experiences Furthermore In the spint of grounded theory every effort was made to 
tailor the theory to explain the mterview Imcmqs 

The 4C rnterviews were detailed lastrnq from four to nine hours. with the longer 
interviews taking place over two days A copy of the intervrew schedule Is provided In 
Campbell (1995a1 Drawing on Tajfel s denrutron of social icennty In terms of group 
memberships the .nterv.ews aimed to 1dent1fy and ehcit mtorrnauon about the main 
formal and informal groupIr,gs of ·Nh1ch youth could become members norms and 
behaviours associated Mth different group memberships which choices they had made 
from the range of ava.Iabre group memberships what and who had influenced these 
choices. how the current s.tuatron had affected their decisions and so on The first 
phase of the mterviews elicited detailed open-ended life rustones of informants From 
these life histones mterviewers and mtormants jorntly constructed a 11st of informants' 
most important group memberships Ine second phase of the mterviews was designed 
to ehcrt the more specific .ntorrnauon about each of these group memberships already 
mentioned Details of the way In wruch SIT was operationaused through the process of 
mterview analysis are provided below 

Operationalising SIT for the current research: The trialogue model of identity 
construction. 
Campbell i 1995a) provides a detailed account of the mechanics of mrerview analysis 
leading to the developrnent of the trialcque model of idenuty This paper provides only 
a brief thurnbnai sketch of tr.e tnaioque model of .dennty that was developed Ir1 the 
interests of providmc tre basis for the account of self-esteem wtuch Is the focus of this 
paper In an earlier section of this paper an outline was provided of four facets of SIT 
wtuch were taken as starting assumptions of this study A brief step-by-step summary 
of the process of mtervrew analysis Is pr ovroed be,ow and attention will be given to the 
way Ir1 Nhich each :JI these assumptions informed tne analysis of rnterviews 

The first classic assumption from SIT that informed interview analysis was the claim 
tr at the self consists of a loose association of group memberships where a social 
group Is defined as "two or rnor e mdrvrouals 1,vho perceive themselves to be 
rnernoe-s of the same social category' r furrier · 982 151 Drawing on this ass.rmpuon 
the first stage of .ntervrew analysis .vas to rdermfy the group memberships drawr on by 
mtorrnants In gIv,rg acco .. .nts of their life histories and social rdentrties The tollow1ng 
groups were mentioned the most frequently Black people Church members 
Comrades ran informal grouping of youth broadly supportive of the antr-apartherc 
struggle) Decent citizens (carrying connotations of respectabihty rehabrlity non­ 
violence and upwardly mobile aspn anons) Educated people the Farmly Fnends 
Gender. Lovers Urban people and members of the Younger Generation 

Some of these group memberships are of a different type to those conventionally 
referred to 1n SIT research Suen research has tended to focus on group mernber shps 
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resulting from inter-group comparison in the context of inter-group relations (e g 
French vs English speakers In the Canadian setting Hindus vs Muslims In the 
Bangladeshi setting blacks vs wh ites In the South African setting) However more 
recently, scholars In the social identity tradition have pointed out that not all group 
memberships necessarily rely on frequent inter-group comparisons (Cinerella 1996) 
Examples of what Brown et al (1992) refer to as autonomous group memberships 
include Deaux's (1993) references to group memberships such as Fnend Hairdresser 
Qwet Neighbour or Mother In her study of the group memberships comprising the 
social self Similarly In the current research while certain groups mentioned by 
informants could be characterised In traditional ingroup/outgroup terms / e g 
Women/Men; or the rival political groupings Comrades/lnkatha) others did not fit such 
an inter-group categorisations (e g Fnends Lovers. Family/ 

The second classic tenet of SIT that informed mtervrew analysis was SIT s claim of a 
link between group memberships and action This point was operationahseo for 
interview analysts In the assumption that each group membership constitutmq the 
mdivroua!s social identity would be associated With a range of "recipes for !1v1ng · 
consisting of norms of behaviour and mterpretatrve frameworks for making sense of the 
world. Working from this assumption the analysis sought to develop an inventory of 
"recipes for l1vIng" associated With each group membership Thus for example the 
group membership of the Family was be associated With recipes for living such as "Do 
not stay out late at night" treat older people With uncondrtronal respect young 
people should not drink or smoke if you work hard at school you will get a good JOb 
and uplift your Family "The group membership of Educated people With recipes suer 
as "Avoid friends who are lacking in ambition Do not become pregnant before yoo 
have finished your schooling" 

However the analysis was required to go further than 1dent1fy1ng group-behaviour 
relationships - these had to be explored within the social context of rapidly chanqmc 
township society. In line with an interest In exploring Tajfel s emphasis on the 
importance of social context (see assumption i11 above) within a naturalistic setting The 
analysis sought to link behavioural choices and group memberships to specific life 
situations faced by informants Detailed attention to the data suggested that this idea 
could usefully be developed by regarding youths' behavioural choices as responses to 
challenges or problems posed by the social and material life world Social rdsntrty was 
conceptualised as an adaptive resource In coping with the social and material 
conditions of daily existence Analysis and reanalysis of the data suggested tnat the 
social identity of township youth Is forged In relation to 20 major life challenges I see 
Table 1) 



TABLE 1 
Life challenges facing township youth. 

'A. Constructing a Code of Conduct. 
, This cluster included life challenges referring to the construction 
! of a code of conduct 1n the following areas of life 

A 1 Alcohol 
A 2 Crime 
A 3 Freedom of movement 
A 4 Interpersonal conflict 
A 5 Interpersonal conduct 
A 6 Poliucal conflict 
A 7 Sexual behaviour 

8. Planning for the future. 
This cluster involved informants' accounts of the following aspect 
of their own their family's and the community's futures 

B 1 Career plans 
B 2 Community improvement 
B 3 Education 
B 4 Personal family life 

C. Networking. 
This cluster referred to estabhshmq social networks 1n the interests 

l of the following life demands 
C 1 Broadening one's horizons 
C 2 Choosing friends 
C 3 Choosing lovers 
C 4 Educational assistance 
C 5 Emotional support 
C 6 Guidance 
C 7 Having fun 
C 8 Material support 
C 9 Political identuy 

As can De seen from Table 1 the 20 life challenges facing youth fell into three clusters 
NETWORKING the process of establ.shmq social support systems to ensure 

material emotional and educational assistance 
2 PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE 1n relation to the future of self and the con.mumtv 
and 
3 CONSTRUCTING A CODE OF CONDUC r to deal with suuauons ranging from 
interpersonal relauor.s to pol.trcal conflict and community crime 

Against this background the st, __.cture of rdentuy was conceptualised as a tnaloque I or 
three-way interacuoru between 
11 life challenges 
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1i) group memberships and 
iii) their associated recipes for l1v1ng 

This trialoque model Is illustrated with an example of the life challenge Construe/mg a 
code of conduct. Political confltct As has already been mentioned. at the time of the 
interviews Natal was locked in an on-going c1v1I war between lnkatha and the ANC as 
well as on-going violent resistance by black people against the white apartheid regime 
A range of group memberships provided informants with potential recipes for l1v1ng In 
response to this challenge For example the group membership of the Famtly was 
associated with the behavioural guideline that young people should avoid involvement 
In political violence (which the associated risks of physical .ruury and police detention) 
and focus instead on their education. which would advance both the young person and 
his or her family's chance of social and economic upliftrnent On the other hand the 
Comrades urged their members to participate in violent potrtrcal conflict In the interests 
of undermining lnkatha. as well as br1ng1ng dowr: the apartheid regime urging that 
mdividua! self-advancement should In some cases be sacrificed for the possrbrirty of 
broader political freedom Those recipes for l1v1ng associated with Church membership 
prevailed upon young people to refrain from violence as a conflict-management 
strategy for a range of religious reasons Gender was a strongly mttuentral group 
membership here. with participation In violent potitrca: conflict being demarcated as a 
strictly male domain. with involvement In political conflict being an option for men but 
not for women (see Campbell 1992) 

A second example to illustrate the trialoque model relates to the life challenge of 
Planmng for the future Family ltfe and more particularly the range of group-related 
behavioural possibilities open to young women In this regard At one level the group 
membership of the Family urged young women to take their role as wives and mothers 
within traditional patriarchal Family units and to be dutiful wives to dominant 
husbands Similarly despite minor variations the group memberships of the Church 
and Lovers presented young women with the life-recipe of seeking to enter into lorig­ 
term relationships with men. in which they would take a traditionally submissive role A 
wide range of group memberships reinforced one another In presenting women with 
behavioural options geared towards virtue obedience and home-centredness. nrnueo 
freedom of movement and subservience to men Despite all this however several of 
the young women In the sample expressed their determination not to marry associating 
husbands with problems such as 1rif1del1ty alcohol abuse and the failure to support 
their families adequately These young women expressed their mtention to set up 
households with their children. and possibly their OWll mothers. homes where male 
partners would have temporary rather than permanent status Here there was evidence 
for young women reshaping the recipes for l1v1ng tracrtronally associated with Genoet 
group memberships In the face of growing educational opportunities More than ever 
before. these provided women with the possrbrhty of economic independence and 
associated with this the poss.brlrty of tak1rig power witrun the sphere of sexual 
relatronstups and attamrnq a greater degree of independence over their lives and the 
lives of their children Furthermore. despite the fact that Farmly recipes for l1vIrig were 
often associated with tradrtronal gender roles 21 of the 40 informants In the present 
study came from female headed Iarmhes so had first-hand experience of women 
playing important roles In Family leadership wrucn contradicted the more tr adrtional 
"subrmssive wife and mother' scenario !Campbell 1995b provides a more detailed 
account of the gender Pd nat.n o of youth 1rjent1ty 1 



So far this section has provided a thumbnail sketch of the way In wh ich the current 
study drew on three central assumptions of SIT in the development of the tnalogue 
model of .dennty construction The central role of self-esteem In driving the process of 
identity construction was the fourth key SIT assumption driving interview analysis 

In seeking to operatronahse the notion of self-esteem for the current study, SITs 
classic conceptuahsauon of the process of self-esteem formation In terms of the 
accentuation of flattering 1ngrouploutgroup comparisons had urn ited value - in a study 
where group memberships (e g Family Lovers. Peers) were not always located within 
intergroup contexts involving simple mqroup/outqroup comparisons Taking this into 
account the search began for a conceptuahsatron of self-esteem that (a) did not rest 
on inter-group comparisons as its central defining feature and (b) one that would be 
consistent with this study s interest In developing an account of social «ientrty 
construction which conceived of the person as an active social agent -- dynarrncally 
constructing and reconstructing his or her rdentrty through context-specrtic actions In 
the face of the challenges of a rapidly changing social world 

In line with the view of rcentrty as an adaptive resource and In line with the terminology 
of the trralcque model the problem of rnotrvatron was operanonahsed In terms of the 
following question In the process of 1dent1ty construction what motivates informants 111 

deciding which of a range of particular group memberships to draw on 111 responding to 
particular life challenges posed by the social and matenal envuonments? Gecas and 
Schwalbe s ( 1983) conceptuahsanon of self-esteem provided a suitable starting point to 
the task of answering this question In their account of the motivatronal processes 
underlying roennty construction they place great emphasis on the notion of self as 
actor In the concrete social and material world They argue that ·it Is the consequences 
of our actions that constitute the basis of our knowledge of ourselves We come to 
know ourselves. and to evaluate ourselves from actions and their consequences and 
from our accomplishments and the products of our efforts (p79) They argue that a 
key aspect of self-esteem Is the ability to engage In competent and efficacious actions 
wnere criteria for competency or efficacy are socially negotiated withm the persons 
particular social and cultural context · The experience of self arises In connection with 
active striving In the face of obstacles -- and Is earned through the experience of 
competent action In the world (p80i 

This claim that In the process of identity construction people are motivated by socially 
negotiated cntena for efficacy-based self-esteem provided a useful starting point for 
beqrnrurq to formulate ideas about the rnotrvatronal criteria governing youth In the 
current sample In speaking of srqrutrcant group memberships In the context of 
concrete life suuations the criteria of respectability. self-improvement and 
persona!lcommun,ty empowerment appeared to inform many of the idenuty choices 
made by informants As will be outlined below these served as three of the rhetorical 
reference points that guided them In rnak1r;g many of their rdentrty decisions Irus Is not 
intended as an exhaustive 11st of criteria for perceived social competence No doubt 
there are many more However tnese were the ones that appeared In the particular 
nterviews under consideration It has already been said that such reference points will 
vary from one society to another Each of these cr.tena can be understood against the 
backdrop of a particular social environment that provided young people with scant 
opportunities for a sense of sef-ettrcacy ,r: the face of multiple social disadvantages 
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SELF-ESTEEM IN CONTEXT: THE CONCEPT OF 'PERCEIVED SOCIAL 
COMPETENCE'. 
The remainder of this paper provides an iltustrative case study of the operation of self­ 
esteem in identity formation by a particular socro-rustoncat group 1n a particular social 
context -- using the notion of 'perceived social competence to encapsulate Gecas and 
Schwalbe's conceptualisation of self-esteem 1n terms of efficacious action 1n the face of 
life's challenges and obstacles 

Attention to the interview data 1n the light of the trialogue model pointed towards the 
possibility of conceptualising the motivational process of rdentrty formation 1n terms of 
three interlocking principles 

Principle 1 In the process of social identity construction the .ndrvrdual engages 1n a 
process of debate and nepotratron. which involves continually weighing up the recipes 
for living provided by available group memberships in the light of the life challenges 
posed by the social and material world 

The terms "debate" and "negotiation" are used as B1ll1g ( 1991 J defines them He 
suggests that human thinkinq is essentially argumentative The thinker is a debater 
engaged in argument either silently with the self or more noisily with others (1991 31) 
As human thinkers we waver from one positron on a debate to another Typically the 
debates and arguments characterising human thought are not conclusively resolved 
Analogously social identities are not finalised products there is a dynamic engagement 
1n "identity work" constructing and reconstructing the boundaries and possibilities cf 
group memberships in the light of dynamically changing contextual demands 

Principle 2. In the process of neqotrauon mdividuals select those group memberships 
whose recipes for living are the most likely to conform to socially negotiated cntena for 
efficacious action Perceived social competence defined 1n terms of the achievement 
of efficacy-based self-esteem is the motivational goai influencing the choice of group 
memberships 1n the on-going process of social rdentrty construction It 1s 1n the l1gnt of 
their perceived social competence that existing group memberships are adopted 
refashioned or rejected 

Principle 3 Criterra for what incividuals regard as perceived social competence or 
efficacious action will vary from one social grouping to another In we1gh1ng up what 
they regarded as social competence this particular sample of working class township 
youth were guided by their degree of commitment to and their mterpretation of the 
three socially negotiated concerns of 11 respectability. 11) self-improvement and 1111 
personal/community empowerment 

ILLUSTRATION OF CRITERIA FOR PERCEIVED SOCIAL COMPETENCE: YOUTH 
DEBATING FAMILY RECEIPES FOR LIVING. 
The concept of perceived social competence 1s illustrated by means of a case study of 
the group membership that featured most frequently 1n informants' accounts of their 
social .dentrtres the Fenulv While the rarmly was a group membership that was 
highly valued by informants 1t was also the most controversial group membership ,n '.t'e 
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sense that 1t was With the recipes for l1v1ng associated with the Fam,ly that subjects 
appeared to conduct tne most heated debate Following the lead of the informants 
references to behavioural options associated With the Famrly Will refer to parents' 
recipes for hvrnq Given the unusually rapid pace of social change township youth 
were often presented with day-to-day situanons 1n which the recipes for l1v1ng 
developed by their parents were no longer appropriate coping mechanisms As a result 
youth were having /at short historical notice) to develop new norms and attitudes, 
which could conflict With those of parents 

Youth's assessment of the adequacy of Famrly recipes centred around their Judgments 
of their parents' quahfrcations as social guides for modern township life On the one 
hand informants expressed strong ties of love and loyalty to their parents l hey 
appreciated the sacnt.ces parents had made for them This appreciatron often resulted 
1n a sense of obhqatron to obey Famrly norms 

On the other hand young people cited a number of reasons why their parents' recipes 
for l1v1ng were not adaptive for the demands of township life One such reason was 
their parents· relative lack of education Educated people had more social status 1n the 
townsrup community than uneducated people 

Informants also commented on the numbleness of their parents' employment Most 
parents were labourers or domestic workers Such work was not highly regarded by 
their cruldren Mio had higher asprratrons structuring their rcennnes around their 
dreams of educational advancement and good Jobs Also counting against parents' 
quahficauons as social guides was their alleged lack of polrtrcal consciousness In the 
past 15 or so years youth had been at the forefront of resistance to apartheid 1n South 
Africa Informants drew a sharp contrast between what they regarded as their parents' 
passive acceptance of racial discnrrunatron and economic disadvantage and their OWll 

active resistance to these phenomena F mally youth referred to their parents' rural 
origins All the young oeople 1n the study were urban-born They referred to the relative 
lack of sophrsncatron of rural peopie frequently describing them as as "1n the dark" or 
"ignorant" 

It was 1n the context of this drssanstactron with their parents· world views that 
informants debated Famrly recipes for l1v1ng against those of competing social 
groupings In the task of constructing social identrnes out of these competing 
influences youth appeared to be motivated by the criteria of respectability 
self-improvement and personal/community empowerment While these three criteria 
were explicrtiy articulated by some informants they were left irnpucn by others 

Respectability. 
T'le value of respectability comprised five components respect 1n interpersonal 
relations avoidance of alcono: non-promiscuous sexual behaviour (an area of concern 
to women only; nome-centredness (women only/ and non-cnrrunal and non-violent 
behaviour /men only) For the first component of respect there was ample evidence of 
youth debating Famrly gu1del1nes for respectful conduct particularly 1n the l1gr1t of 
alternative recipes for l1v1ng provided by other group memberships especially life 
challenges of Consttucunq a Code of Conduct for Interpersonal Conduct and 
Networking Gurdance 1.see Tabre 1 J 
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Upward intergenerational respect 1s the cornerstone of traditionai Afr ican social 
relationships. Respect for older people prescri bes the acceptance of the folloW1ng three 
gu1del1nes for youth reverence for older people obedience to older people 
acceptance of older people as valued guides for conduct Every informant repeatedly 
cited the importance of respect in interpersonal relations The group memberships of 
Church, Decent Citizen. Lovers and Fnends tended to strongly reinforce FamJ/y recipes 
for living in this regard 

However a closer examination of the mterview material revealed evidence for a range 
of subtle challenges to the Family's notion of respect with alternative possibilities being 
offered by a range of competing group memberships It was the Comrades grouping 
that provided youth with the most compelling competing framework This group 
membership, an informal allegiance of anti-apartheid potitical activists presented youth 
with the possibility of acting 1n terms of a sense of personal integrity and democracy 
rather than blindly following what they regarded as outdated and undemocratic Family 
conventions. Thus for example Comrades membership suggested to youth that they 
ought not to be obedient to adults in matters that they believed were wrong 1n principle 
One Comrade said that he would never obey an adult's request to go on the errand of 
buying alcohol. because this went against his belief that the consumption of alcohol 
was a serious social problem that served to undermine his community However true to 
the more traditional Family conception of respectabihty. he suggested that a young 
person should explain politely to the adult 'Nhy s/he was refusing to obey the request 
rather than simply refusing 1n a rude and unexplained way This example illustrates ar 
informant engaging 1n debate between the recipes for l1v1ng offered by the Family anc 
the Comrades groupings and refashioning a particular Family gu1del1ne for respectfu1 

behaviour in the light of its perceived social competence 1n a particular srtuauon 

The group membership of Urban also offered youth the possibihty of relating to parents 
1n a more eqalitarian way. in sharp contrast to what some informants characterised as 
the tendency amongst rural youth to "over-respect" adults Urban youth were generally 
regarded as more worldly-wise and sophisticated than their Rural counterparts ana 
less likely to stand 1n awe of their old-fashioned parents Tne group membership of 
Younger Genera/ton also provided behavioural options competing With those provrcec 
by the FamJ/y where the Younger Generation was characterised as an outspoken 
rebellious and independent group forging a new set of behavioural quicehnes often 1n 
direct opposition to their elders' tried and tested recipes for l1v1ng 

Self-improvement. 
The value of self-improvement was echoed again and again by informants. across the 
range of life challenges but particularly 1n response to the Plann,ng for the Future 
challenges Almost invariably youth took a dim view of their present life circumstances 
and often defined themselves 1n terms of their plans for upl1f11ng themselves and their 
families In response to the physical and material deprivation of their present lives one 
of the ways 1n 'Nh1ch young people coped with their d1ff1cult life circumstances was 
through talking planr11ng and dreaming of a better life 'Nhen they were older There 
were two approaches to sell-unproverneru The first a relatively apotrt.cal and 
rndivrduahsttc approach involved self-improvement through education This was 
geared towards the attainment of an improved standard of l1v1ng through access tc 
material wealth and cornfor1s The second more polrncat approach through 
personal/commurnty en,powerment 1s d.scussec bPlow 
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Education was regarded as the key to a "bright future" not only because It offered the 
opportunity of an unp roved standard of livinq but also because 1t was the route to 
community respect and status It was In relation to this rnotrvatronal criterion that Family 
recipes for living tended to be the least controversial Generally these were simply 
adopted by youth 

Family quideunes for self-improvement were reinforced particularly strongly by all the 
other group memberships available to youth Friends were seen as important allies In 
the fight for self-improvement and key sources of moral support and academic 
assistance Extreme perseverence and persistence were seen as the necessary 
precondiuons for educational success especially amongst youth from poor farnilies 

While Family rnernoers could provide youth with the vrsron of a better future through 
success In education and career uneducated working class parents generally had little 
understanding either of the careers open to youth or of the ways to enter higher 
education Thus while youth generally accepted those Family recipes for livinq which 
emphasised the importance of education these were not necessarily adaptive 
strategies for succeeding In the quest for education While self-improvement through 
education formed a central pillar of youths accounts of their identities. the reality was 
that not many young black South Africans were successful In the school-leaving 
matriculation examination at the time the mterviews were conducted (In a publication In 
1988/9 Hyslop reported that 10% of black South Africans were successful In the 
school-leaving matnculation exarrunatroru 

Personal / community empowerment. 
In contrast to self-improvement through education as a means of self and community 
advancement the rncnvatronal criterion of personal/community empowerment 
emphasised access to politrcal power as the most viable channel for irnprovmq the life 
circumstances of self and ones Family For some informants the notions of personal 
upliftrnent and community empowerment were inseparable Personal uphftrnent could 
not be attained by rndrvioua: self-advancement alone It would also require a srutt In the 
balance of apartheid power relations between black and white. and between rich and 
poor Commitment to this motivational criterion was based on one of two kinds of 
assumption First social change was seen as an essential precondrtron for one's 
personal and Family uphrtrnent Some informants attributed their own and their Family's 
problems to the social disadvantages facing black South Africans Secondly some 
suggested that concern with one's own personal and Family uphftrnent should be 
secondary to ones concern With bringing about community empowerment This 
antr-mcrv.oua. sue emphasis associated With Comrades membership presented an 
interest In the cornrncruty as a higher and more worthy concern than an interest In 
oneself and ones· O'M1 Family at the mdivroual level 

The motrvatronal criterion of personal/community empowerment was a central issue for 
the Comrades Broadly speaking the Comrades associated themselves With the fight 
against race and class In South African society They were working towards this broad 
goal tnrough a range of acnviues designed to strengthen township community morale 
Thus for example high levels of crime were rcentmeo as a major source of community 
breakdowr W1tn·'1 this context the Comrades were organising informal poucmq 
networks and .mprornpt.i kangaroo courts to fight crime This was In the face of the 
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failure of formal police and of legal structures to rnam tam community law ana order 
Comrades were also involved In a range of political acnviues In addrtion to tne v.olen: 
confrontation between competing political groups that characterises the political scene 
in South Africa Comrades membership provided a sense of empowerment ana 
direction for many informants This grouping provided young people whose life 
situations often appeared hopeless with the possibihty of a positrve social rdent.ty and 
of what informants regarded as meaningful involvement In community upliftment 

The Comrades image provided yoi.nq men In particular with a strong a-ic powerful role 
model. taking control of their lives under concitions of uncertainty and ceprivatron 

With regard to the criterion of personal/community empowerment the most heated 
debates took place between the behavioural options of the Family and the Comrades 
In general. parents who were relatively unpolitrcisec ascribed their own life problems 
to lack of education rather than to broader political factors They urged the.r children to 
focus energy on indrvidual mobility through education and hard work rather '.",a'" wha+ 
they regarded as dangerous political acnvrtres with an uncertain outcome 

The Comrades assertive and radical critique of society stood In sharp contras: to the 
fearful and timid acceptance of the status quo of many older Family members some of 
whom found 1t alarming Furthermore In their antipathy to their chudrens polmcrsed 
outlook parents were guided by a well-founded fear for the safety of their ottspr ng T'7e 
decade of the 80s saw thousands of townstuo youth either killed or imprisoned for their 
political convictions 

Comrades recipes for living were strongly reinforced by the group membership 
Younger Generation Youth characterised their parents as members cf the bumbling 
Older Generation who in their view had bequeathed the youth an unbearably 
oppressive social reality Comrades membership opened by the ooss.o.i ty of taking 
control of their lives to an extent which their parents had failed to achieve 

It was in relation to the cntenon of personal/community empowerment that certain more 
politicised informants were the most skeptical about the perceived social competence 
of Family recipes for livrnq rejectmq them outright In favour of those associated with 
alternative group memberships 

CONTEXT-SPECIFIC NATURE OF MOTIVATIONAL CRITERIA. 
This paper has provided a case study of identrty construction by township youth as an 
empirical mstantranon of its claim that efficacy-based self-esteem characterised here In 
terms of the notion of perceived social competence Is the motrvational process 
underlying social .denuty formation In this paper It was argued that informants .cenuty 
choices could be explained In terms of the perceived social competence of different 
group memberships recipes for l1v1ng 

In relation to the three values mentioned above It was in the area of self-improvement 
that the Farrnly's recipes for hvrnq tended to be the least controversial Ir '11al7y cases 
these were simply arJoptecJ by youth However In the areas of education ard career 
choice Family recipes for l1v1nq proved to be msuffrcrently well-developed In relation to 
raspectab.htv the r c11111/y ·s rc,c:Ipes for l1v1nq wPrP of1pn subject to heated debate and 



challenged in a range of covert and overt ways resultinq In a refashioning or revrsion 
of some of the Family 's recipes However. 1t was In relation to personal/community 
empowerment that the Family 's recipes were considered least adequate for dealing 
with their day-to-day life challenges the recipes were often rejected. Interviews showed 
youth to be in the process of constructing new group memberships (the Comrades) and 
reinterpreting old group memberships (e g the Younger Generation, Urban, Black 
People) In moving towards their goal of acnievinq personal/community empowerment 

It Is suggested that what counts as perceived social competence will vary from one 
particular social grouping to another The three values outlined above are relevant to 
the identity of South African township youth In the early 1990s at the time the interviews 
were conducted Broadly speaking the notion of respectability was characterised by 
two components. a commitment to showing respect to others and a commitment to 
having a good name In the community It is suggested that this commitment to respect 
was inextricably bound up with the fact that both in terms of age and gender relations 
African family retationsrups were In transinon from a strict. hierarchical and 
authoritarian mode to a more fluid and democratic mode. Changing conceptions of 
respect were symbolic of this broader social shift. and were thus particularly central In 
the identities of these people at this particular moment in time The commitment to 
having a good name in the community the second dimension of respectabiluy, was 
very likely to be strong in a social context where people lacked the material or 
educational raw materials to achieve social status and must therefore achieve this 
through their reputations (along the lines of "he was uneducated but he was honest" 
or "she was poor and uneducated but she was virtuous") 

The second criterion for perceived social competence namely the commitment to 
self-improvement through education, Is also understandable In the context of a 
depressed community wnere education often appeared to offer the only route to an 
improved quality of life and higher social status 

The third criterion commitment to personal/community empowerment Is also socially 
and historically specific The dscnrrunat.on and depnvatron experienced by black 
people under apartheid and the beginnings of signs that the power of the apartheid 
system was about to crack pointed to the possibility of a new social politica: and 
economic era for black South Africans These signs must have encouraged the 
commitment of youth to this criterion their subsequent acnvit.es gave them a sense of 
the potmcal power of black South Africans and of the growing mabinty of the white 
reqirne to overcome the tide of black resistance 

CONCLUSION. 
The study reported In this paper aimed to complement SIT's tendency to depend on 
laboratory and experimental research by focusing on identity formation In a natural 
social context It sought to operauonahse SIT into a tool that could explain the "tdentity 
talk" of a particular group of people In a naturalistic social setting with data derived 
from open-ended mterviews Drawing on a number of key assumptions drawn from 
SIT the process of identity construction was operationaused In terms of a tnaloque 
model Attention to social .cenntv mterviews In the light of the trialogue model pointed 
towards the possibuty of conceptualising the motivational process underlying rdentuy 
construction ,n terms of a rhetorical process In which the the perceived social 
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competence of group memberships and their recipes for l1v1ng Is debated In the light of 
their ability to meet life challenges posed by the social and material worlds 

Attention to the mterviews suggested three criteria for perceived social competence 
motivating the construction of social rdentrty by informants respectability self­ 
improvement and personal/community empowerment The paper has sought to 
illustrate each of these cri teria. and to h1ghl1ght the way In 'Nh 1ch each of them Is linked 
to the specific life circumstances faced by this group of people at a particular historica l 
moment 

In conclusion It Is argued that 1f Social Identity Theorists seek to expand the 
applicability of their .deas beyond the context of abstract academic debate they need 
to complement existing studies with case studies of idenntv formation by natural groups 
within real historical and cultural contexts -- In the interests of exploring ways Ir wt-: ,ch 
SIT's assumptions may be operatronalrsec In real rustoncal ard cultural contexts 1" I,ne 
with Tafjel s original agenda for a "truly social' social psychology 
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