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Though some may categorise this work as a memorial publication, this book 
of friends is truly a celebratory publication by colleagues from Africa and 
beyond who had the privilege to know Edwell and Mathias personally. It is 
a tribute to the life and work of two individuals that each made a unique 
contribution to social justice, law and its development. As evidenced by the 
Tributes and Lists of Publications contained herein, both Edwell and Nyenti  
(as they were colloquially known) were productive scholars but they leave 
a legacy that extends beyond the academic realm to that of friendship and 
shared humanity.
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Chapter 12

Extended Families’ Indigenous 
Care and Protection of Children 

in the Context of Poverty and 
Limited State Social Grants

Motlalepule Nathane & Grace Khunou

Abstract
South African households are more likely to be constituted by more diverse groupings of 
kin than a two-generation nuclear household. Throughout the history of African societies, 
extended families have played a central role in the protection of vulnerable children. In 
African families in South Africa, maternal extended families take over the responsibility 
of child-rearing in situations where children are orphaned or born to teenage mothers out 
of wedlock. Children are often assimilated into maternal families as legitimate members of 
the family with grandmothers as primary caregivers. The term maternal extended family is 
used in this chapter to refer to the extended household from the mother’s side of the family 
where most children were born and raised. In most cases, these are households with three 
different generations living together. This chapter is based on the findings drawn from 
a qualitative study that utilised household narrative interviews from an urban township 
called Evaton which is in the southern part of Johannesburg. Two major findings indicate 
that while maternal extended families played a significant role in the care and protection 
of vulnerable children; deep poverty levels threatened the survival of family members and 
in particular, children growing up in these families. The old-age grant and child support 
grant remained the only reliable sources of income in these families. Secondly, the findings 
also indicate that the maternal extended families practised indigenous child protection 
strategies, demonstrating that they were heavily invested in ensuring the protection of 
children. The chapter argues that, while the state targeted interventions in the form of the 
old-age grant and child support grants makes a difference nationally to reduce poverty, 
in the context of urban township families with historical disadvantages, these grants 
remain inadequate in meeting the needs of families. This situation is further worsened 
by the environment where adult members of households are unemployed and had limited 
livelihoods opportunities.

KeywordsKeywords: Grandmothers, maternal extended families, indigenous child protection 
practices, poverty, urban township
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12.1

Introduction

The population of South Africa was estimated to be 57 million in the first quarter of 
2018, with 80.2% of the nationals being Africans; 8.8% being Coloured people (mixed 
race); while 8.4 % constitutes of White people and only 2.5 % of the population is 
Indian. The concept of family is a complex one to define owing to the different 
forms of families that exist in different societies in the world. Historically, there has 
been a tendency in the literature to esteem and normalise the nuclear family and 
not recognise other family forms. It is a fact that White families in South Africa are 
predominantly nuclear1 and African families are likely to be extended families with 
three generations living in the same household. While there is a belief that African 
families are gradually shifting from their indigenous kinship extended household 
formation and converging to the nuclear family, other studies suggest that extended 
households are still the dominant form of family in South Africa, particularly for 
African and Coloured families.2 Despite growing urbanisation and westernisation, 
there is evidence to suggest that extended families are still the dominant form of 
family.3 Given that South Africa is a culturally diverse society, different forms of 
family formation often influence the living arrangements of individuals. While there 
has been an evident increase in urbanisation, African families still hold communal 
ethos in high regard, resulting in the predominance of the extended family format 
in many African households in South Africa.4

The South African Institute for Race Relations report titled Fractured Families: A 
Crisis for South Africa highlighted that there are high numbers of fractured families 
characterised by high levels of poverty, orphans and vulnerable children. The 
report also maintained that there were alarming numbers of children growing up 
in female-headed households where fathers were absent. Furthermore, it showed 

1 Although the idea of the family as an important socialising agent in society is one where many 
authors agree, there is also an understanding that families are diversely constituted. The nulear 
family is understood as a unit comprised of a heterosexual couple and their children, biological 
or adopted. The extended family on the hand is a unit where members have kinship relations 
and includes more than two generations living in one household or in close proximity.

2 Amoateng, A.Y., Heaton, T.B. & Kalule-Sabiti, I. 2007. “Living arrangements in South Africa.” In: 
A.Y. Amoateng & T.B. Heaton (eds.). Families and Households in Post-Apartheid South Africa: 
Socio-demographic Perspective. Cape Town: HSRC Press.; Russell, M. 2003. “Are urban black 
families nuclear? A comparative study of black and white South African family norms.” Social 
Dynamics, 153-176.

3 Wittenberg, M. & Collinson, M.A. 2007. “Household transitions in rural South Africa, 1996-2003.” 
Scand Journal of Public Health, 69:130-137.

4 Amoateng, A.Y. & Richter, L.M. 2007. “Social and economic context of families and households in 
South Africa.” In: A.Y. Amoateng & T.B. Heaton (eds.). Families and households in post-Apartheid 
South Africa: Socio-demographic perspective. Cape Town: HSRC Press.; Wittenberg, M. & 
Collinson, M.A. 2007. “Household transitions in rural South Africa, 1996-2003.” Scand Journal of 
Public Health, 69:130-137.
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that fractured families are characterised by high levels of poverty, orphan-hood 
and the vulnerability of children. In this context, grandmothers often become 
primary caregivers.5 Grandmothers in Southern Africa account for the largest 
group of individuals responsible for the care of orphans and vulnerable children, 
and children not living with their biological parents. This role is often carried 
out in extended families.6 Caregiving by grandmothers is often undertaken in 
extended maternal families. The childcare responsibilities are therefore placed on 
grandmothers who, in most cases, survive on the old-age grant (hereafter referred 
to as OAG), child support grant (hereafter referred to as CSG) and remittances sent 
home by parents of the children if they are in employment.7 Mokoene and Khunou8 
illustrate that, usually, life-saving remittances might not be consistent in contexts 
where the labour migrant parental is in precarious employment. Also, the care work 
of grandmothers often offers a more permanent solution to childcare for women 
working in the informal sector of the economy in urban areas. Often there are 
limited affordable childcare facilities in urban areas for women from low-income 
groups. Frequently, in contexts of high unemployment and under-employment, 
childcare is limited or unaffordable for women from low-income groups.

12.2

Current and historical status of social security in 
South Africa

While the current South African government rolled out state social grants for 
children in poor households to mitigate the high levels of household poverty, the 
reality is that some of the poverty alleviation measures are making little appreciable 
difference as many of these households are still living below the poverty line.9 While 
the current South African government rolled out social grants for children in poor 
households to mitigate the high levels of household poverty since the beginning 
of the democratic dispensation, the reality is that some of the poverty alleviation 
measures are making little appreciable difference as many of these households 
are still living below the poverty line and struggle with securing essentials for 
households survival.

5 Holborn, L. & Eddy, G. 2011. First Step to Healing South African Family. Johannesburg: 
South African Institute for Race Relation.

6 Amoateng, A.Y., Richter, L.M., Makiwane, M. & Rama, S. 2004. Describing the Structure and 
Needs of Families in South Africa: Towards the Development of a National Policy Framework for 
Families. Department of Social Development, Republic of South Africa.

7 Mokoene, Z.K. & Khunou, G. 2019. “Parental absence: Intergenerational tensions and 
contestations of social grants in South Africa.” Critical Social Policy, 39:525-540.

8 Ibid.

9 Chant, S. 2003. Female household headship and the feminisation of poverty: Facts, fictions 
and forward strategies. New Working Paper Series, Issue 9. London: Gender Institute – London 
School of Economics.
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Mosoetsa10 argues that in the “absences of the effective welfare system and wage 
employment, the poor have retreated to the households as it has become the only 
site for stability and their only means for survival. The main challenge though is that 
these households are not secured and face overwhelming vulnerability associated 
with lack of income and food security and lack of essential basic services”.11 Female-
headed households in South Africa fall into one of the two identified marginal groups 
in the country where poverty is concentrated: the South African working class and 
the dispossessed landless unemployed individuals unable to secure employment in 
the current economy.12 In the further analysis and exploring the lived reality of 
these two marginalised groups identified by Natrass and Seekings;13 the question is 
whether they constitute a new form of class in South Africa, the under-class.14

During apartheid South Africa, poverty was widespread and on the main, African 
households were affected with over 54% of the population living in poverty.15 What 
also disadvantaged African households was the fact that the provision of social 
welfare services was allocated along racial lines, and thus Africans and Coloureds 
were excluded from any form of government poverty alleviation programmes.16 
Therefore, the responsibility of caring for vulnerable children and members of 
society was left to the extended family. However, the material and moral support 
remained a challenge in most households in peri-urban townships due to high levels 
of poverty. This exclusion led to deeply rooted poverty particularly for families 
in a social setting such as peri-urban17 townships where livelihood opportunities 
are limited. Townships, by the very nature of their formation, were established 
as spaces with limited opportunities and development.18 Thus, poverty led to the 

10 Mosoetsa, S. 2001. Eating from one Pot: The Dynamics of Survival in Poor Households in 
South Africa. Johannesburg: Wits Press.

11 Ibid., p. 147.

12 Seekings, J. 2003b. “Do South Africa’s Unemployed Constitute an Underclass?” CSSR Working 
Paper No 32. Cape Town: Centre for Social Science Research.; Natrass, N. & Seekings, J. 2001. 
“Democracy and distribution in highly unequal economies: The case of South Africa.” Journal 
of Modern African Studies, 39:471-498; May, J. 2000. “The structure and composition of rural 
poverty and livelihoods in South Africa.” In: B. Cousins (ed.). At the Crossroads: Land and 
Agrarian Reform in South Africa into the 21st Century. Bellville: PLAAS.

13 Natrass, 2001, pp. 471-498.

14 Du Toit, A. 2004. “Social exclusion discourse and chronic poverty: A South African case study.” 
Development and Change, 35:987-1010; Seekings, J. 2003b. Do South Africa’s Unemployed 
Constitute an Underclass? CSSR Working Paper No 32. Cape Town: Centre for Social 
Science Research.

15 White Paper for Social Welfare. 1997. Department of Welfare. Pretoria: Republic of South Africa.

16 Ibid.

17 Peri-urban in South Africa refers to areas located on the urban peripheries in both formal and 
semi-informal townships and informal settlements accommodating multicultural population 
living in sub-standard conditions.

18 Mayekiso, M. 1996. Township Politics: Civic Struggles for a New South Africa. New York: Monthly 
Review Press.
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inability to provide and threatened the survival of the households, family members 
and in particular, children growing up in these families. Poverty has been one of 
the many challenges confronting the country, with approximately 21.7% of the 
population – 12 million South Africans – living in extreme poverty.19

According to the World Bank, “approximately 3.6 million people have been lifted 
out of poverty since the inception of the child support grant. As a result of social 
grants, free basic services, and taxes favouring the poor, the poverty rate dropped 
from 46.2% to 39%”.20 While these targeted state interventions have made a 
difference nationally to reduce the level of poverty, they are often inadequate in 
meeting the basic needs of families. Despite the positive reports about the benefits 
of social grants in South Africa, there are also negative views that not only blame 
the poor for the condition of poverty but also pathologise the recipients of social 
grants as they are often portrayed as dependent and undeserving.21 However, 
research by Wright22 illustrates the error in this view by showing how social grants, 
in instances of unemployment, aid family members to actively seek employment. 
Another view dominant in public discourse is that social grants particularly the 
CSG is an incentive to and a cause for pregnancy and growing numbers of children 
born in female-headed households. This erroneous view tends to blame women for 
their experiences of poverty, while overlooking the actual structural conditions 
responsible for poverty.23

12.3

Research method

This chapter is drawn from the findings of a study that employed the qualitative 
research method which is commonly used in the interpretive paradigm as it follows 
a non-linear research path.24 The study followed a narrative design, that is a type of 
research that uses stories to draw together divergent events and actions of human 

19 Statistics South Africa. 2017. Poverty Trends in South Africa: An Examination of absolute Poverty 
between 2006 and 2015. Pretoria: Statistics South Africa.

20 World Bank. 2012. “South Africa Economic Update: Focus on Inequality of Opportunity.” World 
Bank Working Papers, No. 71553. Washington DC: World Bank.

21 Wright, G., Noble, M., Ntshongwana, P. & Neves, D. 2013. Lone Mothers in South Africa: The Role 
of Social Security in Respecting and Protecting Dignity. Johannesburg: Centre for the Analysis of 
South African Policy.

22 Ibid.

23 Ibid.

24 Creswell, J.W. 2009. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approach. 
Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.; Neuman, W. 2012. “Social Research Methods: Qualitative 
and Quantitative Approaches.” Boston: Allyn & Bacon.; Riessman, C.K. 2004. Narrative Analysis. 
In: Encyclopedia of Social Science Research Methods. London: Sage Publications.
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lives.25 The total number of participants in the study was 30. Household interviews 
were conducted with 15 women who were heads of households and 15 young 
people from the same households. The interviews were conducted by the first 
author. This study was conducted in Evaton Township, which is one of the oldest 
townships based in the southern part of Johannesburg in Gauteng province – 36% 
of households surveyed rely on social grants as their main source of income. Only 
47% of the households depended primarily on wages and 10% relied on income 
from small business activities.26 Narrative interviews were used as a method for 
collecting data. This study employed narrative analysis as a method of analysing the 
raw data. The ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the Non-Medical 
Ethics Committee at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

12.4

Research site

Evaton was established in 1904 and celebrated its centenary in 2004, making it one 
of the oldest townships in South Africa. It is located 52km south of Johannesburg. 
Even though Evaton remains one of the two oldest remaining freehold areas in 
this country, its history is less-known compared to Alexandra and Sophiatown, as 
well as other townships27 established in 1900 like Soweto.28 Evaton was established 
during the period when South Africa was still divided into colonies, each with 
its separate parliaments that passed legislation.29 Furthermore, the township’s 
uniqueness is because it was a peri-urban township. Alongside Alexandra, these two 
remain the only two townships where Black Africans enjoyed freehold land tenure 
before and after the Land Act of 1913.30 The Land Act was one of the legislations that 
enforced the dispossession of Black African people where they were left with only 

25 Chase, S.E. 2000. “Narrative inquiry: Multiple lenses, approaches, voices.” In: N.K. Denzin 
& Y.S. Lincoln (eds.). The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications.; Fontana, A. & Frey, J. 2000. Qualitative Methods: Social Science Research. 
Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

26 Studies in Poverty and Inequality Institute. 2013. Evaton Household Expenditure Survey. 
Johannesburg: Studies in Poverty and Inequality Institute. Available online:  
https://bit.ly/2Su5g0D [accessed on 23 March 2016].

27 In South Africa, the terms township and location usually refer to the often-underdeveloped 
segregated urban areas that, from the late 19th century until the end of apartheid, were 
reserved for ‘non-whites’, namely Indians, Africans and Coloureds. It also refers to a land 
formally allocated to hosting the site of a town.

28 Khumalo, V.V.R. 2013. From Plough to Entrepreneurship: A History of Entrepreneurs in Evaton 
190-1960. Master of Arts Dissertation. Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand.

29 CoGTA-Department of Co-operative Governance and Traditional Affairs. 2009. Township 
Transformation Timeline. Pretoria: COGTA and the European Union.

30 The Land Act of 1913: The Natives Land Act, 1913 was an Act of the Parliament of South Africa 
that was aimed at regulating the acquisition of land. It was passed to allocate only about 7% of 
arable land to Africans and leave the more fertile land for whites.
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13% of the land. The Land Act was strategically engineered to alienate Black South 
Africans not only from their land and possessions, but also from their independence 
and livelihoods as people.31 For more details on the methodology of this study see 
Nathane and Khunou.32

Even though the post-1994 political dispensation brought new hope in terms of 
policy reforms directed at changing the lives of ordinary South Africans, many 
citizens living in townships remain trapped in poverty. Studies on households in 
townships revealed that the income is relatively low, with households surviving on 
an average monthly income of R3 131, and more households ‘just getting by’, basically 
living from hand to mouth.33 According to the Studies in Poverty and Inequality 
Institute (SPII), a case study of Evaton Township emphasised the grip of poverty in 
this community. Interviews with 142 households in the study established that high 
unemployment and food insecurity were major issues in this community. Also, the 
study found that 72% of households surveyed survive on less than R1 000 per month 
and another 24.8% of households had an income of between R1 000 and R3 500. Only 
4.1% of households had a monthly income exceeding R3 500. Food security was a 
major problem in Evaton. SPII found that 23% of households lack sufficient food. 
The study further revealed that 72% of the households in this community had “just 
adequate” access to sufficient food but lacking in nutritional value).34 These findings 
paint a depressing picture of households in Evaton as poverty afflicted.

12.5

Discussion of findings

12.5.1 The indigenous African practice of assimilating children into 
maternal families

The findings in this study indicate that maternal extended families took over the 
responsibility of raising children who were born to unwed teenage mothers and 
whose paternity had been denied or not been acknowledged by their biological 
fathers. Children were assimilated into families of their biological mothers. The 

31 Modise, L. & Mtshiselwa, N. 2013. “The Natives Land Act of 1913 engineered the poverty of 
Black South Africans: A historico-ecclesiastical perspective.” Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae, 
39:359-378.

32 Nathane, M. & Khunou, G. (forthcoming). Bomalome: Standing in the Gap – Social Fathers in an 
African Context. Journal of African Contemporary Studies, Special Issue on Amaduime.

33 Mosoetsa, S. 2011. Eating from one Pot: The Dynamics of Survival in Poor Households in South 
Africa. Johannesburg: Wits Press.; Alexander, P. & Wale, K. 2013. “Underemployment: Too poor 
to be unemployed.” In: P. Alexander, C. Ceruti, K. Motseke, M. Phadi & K. Wale (eds.). Class in 
Soweto. Scottsville: UKZN Press, pp. 127-141.

34 Mentjies, F. 2013. Living on less than R1000 a Month: How Poor South Africans Survive. 
Johannesburg: South African Civil Society Information Service Report.
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practice of child assimilation into families of their biological mothers was evident in 
this study. This assimilation also guaranteed their belonging and also included the 
use of the maternal surname, connection to maternal rituals and ancestral blessing 
and protection.35 In terms of indigenous African practices, belonging to the extended 
maternal family meant a connection to the ancestral lineages of the biological 
mother. These practices are deeply rooted in the African belief that beyond family 
belonging, children also belong to the community of the departed ancestors.36 Thus, 
suggesting that there is a strong spiritual component attached to the existence of 
children and all individuals. There is also evidence in the literature to suggest that 
maternal extended families in South Africa have historically provided belonging, 
social identity and material provision for all children in vulnerable circumstances.37

12.5.2 The indigenous African practice of lesala lapeng: “The one who 
remains at home”

The second indigenous African practice evident in this study was the practice of 
lesala lapeng (in Sesotho this means the one who remains at home). This is a practice 
used in African families in South Africa to protect children born to teenage mothers 
outside wedlock – keeping the child permanently in the care of the maternal 
family. This is customarily in cases where the paternity of the child was either 
denied or not acknowledged, also in cases where the biological father of the child 
is absent. Biological father absence is an important phenomenon to understand 
when dealing with the notion of lesala lapeng. This is because father absence is a 
multi-layered term that is used to describe different natures of father absence.38 
The broad definition of father absence tends to include all forms such as absence 
where the father is deceased; absent due to labour migration; non-existent fathers 
whose whereabouts are unknown; absent living fathers who are known but do not 
have any connection or relationship with their children and absence due to a family 

35 Mkhize, N. 2006. “African traditions and the social, economic and moral dimensions of 
fatherhood.” In L. Richter & R. Morrell (eds.). Baba: Men and Fatherhood in South Africa. Cape 
Town: HSRC Press.; Nzimande, N. 2007. “Exploring the Link between Non-marital Childbearing 
and Entry into Conjugal Unions among South African Women: Competing Alternatives?” 
Paper presented at the Union for African Studies Fifth African Population Conference, Arusha 
Tanzania, 10-14 December 2007; Nsamenang, A.B. 2006. “Human ontogenesis after an 
indigenous African view on development and intelligence.” International Journal of Psychology, 
41:293-297.

36 Ibid., pp. 293-297.

37 Madhavan, S. 2010. “Early childbearing and kin connectivity in rural South Africa.” International 
Journal of Sociology of the Family, 36:139-157; Nzimande, 2007.; Nsamenang, 2000.

38 Barber, B.L. & Eccles, M. 1992. “Long term influence of divorce and single parenting on  
adolescent family and work related values, behaviour and aspiration.” American  Psychological 
Association, 111:108-126; East, L., Jackson, D. & O’Brien, L. 2006.  “Father absence and 
adolescent development: A review of literature.” Journal of Child and Health Care, 10:283-295.
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breakdown and turmoil that exists between parents.39 In many ways, biological 
father absence might suggest wilful non-involvement and usually includes a range 
of circumstances of absence.

The practice of lesala lapeng is primarily applied in cases where the young mother 
marries a man who is not the biological father of her child. The child then remains in 
the care of the maternal family to ensure that the child is protected and connected 
to maternal lineage. For example, in the television series, Shaka Zulu (1986), when 
Prince Senzangakhona refuses to acknowledge Shaka as his son, Shaka and his 
mother (Nandi) are welcomed back into Nandi’s family. Although, after the death 
of Nandi’s father, we see the clan ill-treating Shaka and her mother, the return of 
Nandi to her father’s house illustrates the importance of maternal households in 
the nurturance of children refused lineage by their fathers. The apprehension in 
allowing the child to join the mother in the new family lies in the uncertainty of 
life in the new family and to avoid a situation where children are not welcomed 
and maltreated. It should however be noted that, in cases where the husband-to-
be is keen on taking over paternal responsibility for the child, African traditional 
rituals allowed for this and such a scenario is referred to as go e gapa lenamane. In 
such contexts, the maternal family will not have rights over the child and the new 
paternal family had rights and would take responsibility for the child, including an 
introduction to ancestral lineage.

Lesala lapeng can also be used as a label to refer to a child who was born and raised 
in the maternal family. For instance, there were participants in this study who, 
when asked to introduce themselves to the researcher during the interviews, 
they pronounced themselves as masala-lapeng (plural), meaning that they were 
born to teenage mothers and raised by the maternal families when their mothers 
got married.

12.5.3 The caring role of grandmothers and maternal extended families

In the analysis of the narrative of mothers and young participants, it was clear 
that maternal extended families had a commitment and invested in these children 
socially and economically. There was recognition of their position, kinship and 
lineage in the family, thus there was a strong sense of belonging and legitimacy. 
Ndazo, one of the participants, is a young woman in her twenties who grew up 
in the maternal home until the passing of her grandmother. She shares a special 
connection and affection with her malome (uncle). The picture she paints differs 
sharply from the way African men have been portrayed. This is what she shared:

39 Nduna, M. & Jewkes, R.K. 2011. “Silence as a strategy used to deal with psychological distress 
by young people in the Eastern Cape, South Africa.” Vulnerable Child and Youth Studies, 
6:360-372; Padi, T., Nduna, M., Khunou, G. & Kholopane, P. 2014. “Defining absent, unknown 
and undisclosed fathers in South Africa.” South African Review of Sociology, 45:44-59.
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My malome is a very special person in my life. If I remember well, he has been there for 
me all my life. I love him. From when I was little, when I came back from school, he was 
there at the house with my grandmother. He liked to play with me. Even last week I was 
with him. I love him so much because he has always been a person who cared for me and 
wants to protect me. I love him. (Interview with Ndazo, 30 July 2013)

In Ndazo’s narrative, it is clear that she shares a very special relationship with her 
uncle as she describes him as someone who has been there for her and there in her 
life. Maternal households also functioned as a safety net in that when mothers had 
challenging circumstances in their lives, they could rely on maternal support from 
members of the extended family. This reciprocal caring is historical for African 
households. It was used at the height of the migrant labour system during apartheid, 
and it remains a survival strategy in poor households today.40 Grandmothers in 
this study were permanent primary caregivers particularly in cases where young 
women had children when they were too young to take on the responsibility of 
child-rearing and had to return to school, and where biological mothers had to look 
for employment and worked far from home. For example, one of the participants 
in this study – Dira’s narrative below adds an element of childcare that is provided 
by the maternal households in the absence of mothers who were migrant labourers 
and based in the cities. His mother lived and worked in urban areas at the time as a 
domestic worker and could not take care of her children on a day-to-day basis and 
needed support. Dira said:

Ahh my grandmother is someone who dearly loves me plus I lived with her before my 
mother brought me to this side (Evaton). So our relationship is good indeed. My mother is 
the one who took care of most of the financial responsibilities as she was sending money 
at the end of every month. She encouraged me to focus on my studies and I also tried to 
take responsibility in making sure that my siblings are also studying properly. (Interview 
with Dira, 11 July 2013)

Another participant, Andile, a young woman in her early twenties, was unemployed 
and had a diploma from a tertiary institution. She grew up in her maternal home. 
This is what she shared:

I spent a lot of time with my grandmother because my grandfather worked. I went to a 
local day care centre because where my mother worked there were no day care centres 
So, after school I would come back home to my grandmother. She treated us in a good 
loving way. We lived in a good way and when there are many children in the house it 
becomes nice; you sing, chat, and tease each other (Interview with Andile, 11 July 2013).

It is apparent that, in many cases grandmothers offer a more permanent and 
affordable childcare solution. Maternal households are therefore significant safety 
nets that cannot be easily replaced particularly in the lives of children, even 
though they do so under difficult socio-economic conditions. Young participants 
interviewed in this study grew up in extended families that were mainly headed 

40 Mokoene, Z.K. & Khunou, G. 2019. “Parental absence: Intergenerational tensions and 
contestations of social grants in South Africa” Critical Social Policy, 39:525-540.
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by grandmothers. Also, childrearing responsibilities were collective efforts from 
different family members within the maternal extended family – although the 
grandmothers were heads of households and provided primary care for the 
nurturance of children. This is contrary to the dominant view of nuclear families 
where the responsibility for childrearing falls squarely on biological parents. 
Bozalek41 and Mokoene, as well as Khunou42 also illustrate how different family 
members in an extended family share care responsibility depending on individual 
capabilities. For example, in the narratives of Dira and Andile above, their mothers 
were contributing financially, whereas their grandmother offered their labour in 
the form of performing family care responsibilities. Grandmothers still played an 
active childrearing role even in situations where the mother lived in the house.

Consequently, maternal extended families could be viewed as a stable form of 
support particularly when maternal grandmothers or other female figures like 
aunts were present in the family. However, this stability becomes shaky in contexts 
of high unemployment and increasing poverty, where social grants become the 
only or main household income.43 Grandparents who were in most cases the heads 
and decision-makers in the households were more driven in guaranteeing the 
protection of grandchildren in the family. For example, Solly’s shared narrative is 
an example that exemplifies this:

I grew up at Evaton and my grandmother raised me. We lived with my mother and sister. 
The house we live in was my grandfather’s house and we were maybe 10 or 11 people 
staying in the same house. (Interview with Solly, 3 June 2013).

12.5.4 Poverty and limited resources in maternal extended families

In this study, it is important to note that most extended families provided care 
and provision in the context of poverty and strained resources. The OAG and CSG 
remained the only stable source of income since other adult members of the family 
were unemployed. It is for this reason that poverty was a dominant feature in all 
the households in this study; the general theme of a difficult life was described by 
participants, particularly in relation to the material provision in households. Some 
participants also described provision as pushing life. This term was constantly used 
to describe the existence of poverty and experiences of providing in families. 
‘Pushing life’ is also a term used in public discourse and mostly in urban townships 
to describe the continued existence of a life comprised of difficulty and poverty. 
Classifying a life of poverty as a difficult life was also evident in a study conducted 

41 Bozalek, V. 1999. “Contextualizing Caring in Black South African Families.” Social Politics, 
6:85-99.

42 Mokoene, Z.K. & Khunou, G. 2019. “Parental absence: Intergenerational tensions and 
contestations of social grants in South Africa” Critical Social Policy, 39:525-540.

43 Mosoetsa, S. 2011. Eating from one Pot: The Dynamics of Survival in Poor Households in 
South Africa. Johannesburg: Wits Press.
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in 1997 by participants who were part of a study on South African Participatory 
Poverty Assessment (SA-PPA). This difficult life described by participants included 
a life that was dominated by a clear image of what results from extreme poverty, 
consisting of individuals with high levels of anxiety and stress directly resulting 
from living conditions of continuous ill health, social isolation, malnourished 
children, crowded homes, and no sustainable means of income generation.44

The excerpt below outlines similar dynamics of struggle in participant Anethe’s 
experience:

Our life is just a struggle; we push life with grant money because my mother is not 
employed. We stayed together there as a family pushing life with the grant money. 
Sometimes my mother would come to us just to see if we are still surviving and she 
will give us the little that she has so that we can buy food. (Interview with Anethe, 
3 August 2013)

Raising children in the context of limited income opportunities and depending on 
social grants was described as constantly pushing life. In Anethe’s words, “the only 
way we are pushing life is through the child support grant”. In other words, the only 
stable income the household has is the child-support grant.

While state social grants kept these households afloat, these amounts were not 
adequate to make a significant difference in the household provision. This was 
particularly so since adult members were mostly unemployed. Unemployment 
and poverty are more pronounced among the African population in South Africa, 
due to continuing historical disadvantage.45 Statistics South Africa revealed in a 
2015 report that unemployment is highly racialised in South Africa with 39% of 
Africans employed as compared to unemployment among white South Africans 
which stands at only 8.3%.46 Even though social grants are important, it was clear 
from the narrative interviews that women were engaged in different activities that 
constituted work but had very limited opportunities. Women were volunteers and 
caregivers in a community-based organisation funded by the Department of Social 
Development and were getting a monthly stipend of R1 500. The other forms of 
income in two households were from precarious employment/piece jobs that two 
young men had. The other eight women in this study were unemployed. Of these, 
three ran small-scale informal businesses from their homes. One sold fat cakes and 
baked scorns at the local clinic; the other sold mango atchaar and the last one sold 
second-hand clothing. Bazile’s shared the following narrative below.

44 May, J., Woolard, I. & Klasen, S. 1998. “The nature and measurement of poverty and  
inequality.” In: J. May (ed.). Poverty and Inequality in South Africa: Meeting the Challenge. 
Cape Town: David Philips Publishers, pp. 19-50.

45 Mkhize, N. 2006. “African traditions and the social, economic and moral dimensions of 
fatherhood.” In: L. Richter & R. Morrell (eds.). Baba: Men and Fatherhood in South Africa. 
Cape Town: HSRC Press.

46 Statistics South Africa. 2015. Living Standards of Households in South Africa. Pretoria: Statistics 
South Africa.
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You know as caregivers, our NGO [Non-Governmental Organisation] depends on funding 
from Social Development. We would wait for funding and you wake up every day to carry 
on with your work as a caregiver in the community, but you do not even know how long 
you would have to wait. (Interview with Bazile, 9 July 2013)

Looking for work and selling to make extra money was a clear indication that the 
poor had agency and were not passively depending or waiting on social grants. This 
argument is also supported by Wright et al.47 as they found that CSG recipients used 
the grant to improve not only the food security of the family but also the income-
earning potential of the members of the household.

12.6

Conclusion

This chapter made the argument that extended maternal households play a 
significant role in the caring of children through providing everyday care and 
ancestral care through indigenous African practice like le sala lapeng. The indigenous 
practice of le sala lapeng provides belonging in contexts of biological father absence. 
The chapter also indicated the significant role maternal grandmothers play in 
providing primary care to children even when their biological mothers are present. 
Although these families provided this care role in poverty-ridden circumstances 
and high unemployment, the CSG and the OAG contributed the much-needed 
income relief for these families to survive. While there is a widely held belief that 
nuclear families are more dominant in urban areas, this chapter revealed that 
the most dominant form of family life of participants in this study is extended 
maternal families.

While the democratic dispensation has brought some political freedom and an end to 
many forms of unfair discrimination suffered by the majority of the population, the 
reality is that the wellbeing of most household that were previously disadvantaged 
has deteriorated, with grandmothers and children being the most affected. The 
reality is that most elderly women who head households have greater constraints 
in obtaining resources and services. Maternal households are important even 
though their socio-economic position is insecure. This chapter has illustrated the 
significance of maternal household and how these families engaged in indigenous 
childcare practices which provided belonging to vulnerable children. Despite their 
multiple challenges, these families were nurturing and played a provisioning role 
in an unforgivingly complex context of poverty. Also, while there is a widely held 
belief that nuclear families are more dominant, this chapter showed that the most 
dominant form of family life of participants in this study is maternal extended 

47 Wright, G., Noble, M., Ntshongwana, P., Barnes, H. & Neves, D. 2013. Lone mothers in South 
Africa: The Role of Social Security in Respecting and Protecting Dignity. Johannesburg: Centre 
for the Analysis of South African Policy.
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families. Survival and provision of material needs remained a challenge as poverty 
was deep in households. Members of the households survived on extraordinarily 
little but remained resilient. The chapter further outlined how grandmothers 
were committed to childrearing and protection of young participants. Maternal 
households were centred in this work as they played an important role of nurturing, 
provision for and protection of children. Finally, the indigenous African practices 
aimed at protecting children demonstrated in significant ways that maternal 
extended families guaranteed children’s belonging through assimilating them 
into the families thus providing with a sense of identity, surname and ancestral 
protection. In conclusion, despite the multiple challenges experienced, these 
households remained important as they provided significant nurturing in an 
unforgivingly complex context of poverty and exclusion.
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