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This was the openness
the sky had been promising.
The land dropped and dropped.
The continent here was gigantically flawed.
The eye lost itself
(n the colourless distances

of the wide valley,

dissolving in every direction

(n cloud and haze ...

Africa, Africa’

‘Shall we stop and have a look?”

— V.S, Naipaul =
In a Free State (1973:116)
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Jan K. Coetzee & Asta Rau

On Stories and Understanding

The Free State

People say that you only cry twice here—once when you arrive to live, and once
when you leave. It’s the kind of place where people who are born here, stay

forever. Most pass through on their way to somewhere else.

It is a vast and golden grassland, locked in the middle of the country, set free
by wide and beautiful skies. The third largest province in South Africa, the Free
State spans 129,825 square kilometers, but is sparsely populated and home to
only five percent of South Africa’s 56-million people. Agriculture dominates
the landscape, with huge swathes of farmlands growing maize—a hard task in
a thirsty land. There is plentiful game and wildlife. And beneath the surface
lie rich mineral deposits of gold and diamonds. But it is not a wealthy place,
contributing only 5 percent to the country’s Gross Domestic Product.

Its capital, Bloemfontein, where all the stories in this book were collected
together, is a slow, conservative, polite kind of space. It does not take long to
travel from one side of the city to the other, excepting for the uninitiated, who
get caught up in the traffic after church on Sundays. But this is only the soft
centre, the privilege of a minority who live in the suburbs. Bloemfontein is not
wholly comfortable nor sedate, especially for those who live in the big townships
and informal settlements. Here people face day-to-day realities of poverty,
persistent racial and gender discrimination, meagre social services, and unsafe
living conditions. Life is hard and, to borrow from Tim Winton (2018), hope can
be aggressive.

Historically the Free State is associated with the battles and burghers of the
old Boer republic and to this day most White residents are Afrikaans-speaking.



The province borders on more districts of the landlocked Mountain Kingdom
of Lesotho than any other province, a geographical closeness echoed in rich
cultural links: the majority of Free State people are Black Africans who speak
Sesotho or Tswana as a first language. Some are descendants of the prominent
tribal, religious and secular leaders who rose up to spearhead the country’s fight
for the rights of Black South Africans—on 8 January 1912 the South African
Native National Congress (SANNC) was founded here. In 1923 it was renamed
the ANC, the African National Congress, which rules our country today.

The intersection of traditional and modern, of local and global, of privilege
and privation, is a key attribute of this book. It features the grounded work of
local researchers in critical conversation with international co-authors, and with
traditional, modern, and post-modern sociological theory. Each chapter provides
a unique window on the lives of ordinary people, as shaped by their historical

and contemporary contexts and revealed through their personal narratives.

Stories and understanding

All the chapters in this book reflect on the practice of using narratives to
understand individual and social reality. They all reveal dimensions of the
same concrete reality: contemporary society of Central South Africa. We
invite readers to engage with individual chapters, each of which provide a brief
episode—a vignette—in a larger reality. We also invite you to engage with the
entire collection, through which a more detailed and clearer picture of the larger

reality will emerge.

Except for two!, all the chapters originated from research in the program
The Narrative Study of Lives, situated in the Department of Sociology at the
University of the Free State in Bloemfontein, South Africa. Each chapter opens
a window on an aspect of everyday life in Central South Africa. Each window
displays the capacity of the narrative as a methodological tool in qualitative

research to open up better understandings of everyday experience. The chapters

1 Chapter 3 "Emotions and Belonging” stems from a project on orphans and vulnerable
children, conducted by the Centre for Health Systems Research & Development
(CHSR&D) at the University of the Free State, Bloemfontein.

Chapter 20 “Insurgent Citizenship and Sustained Resistance of a Local Taxi Association”
is part of Sethulego Matebesi's research program.
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also reflect on the epistemological journey towards unwrapping and breaking
open of meaning. Narratives are one of many tools available to sociologists in
their quest to understand and interpret meaning. But, when it comes to deep
understanding, narratives are particularly effective in opening up more intricate

levels of meaning associated with emotions, feelings, and subjective experiences.

Storytelling

Humans live in storytelling societies. If you want to know somebody, then you
must know that person’s story. Likewise, if you want to know a particular group,
you need to know at least the most important stories told within and about that
group. When we share our stories with other groups and cultures, we get to know
more about each other. The more we know about one another, the less likely we
will be to hold unjustified stereotypes and to spread untruths. So, through our
stories, we discover what is true and what is meaningful in our life and also what

is likely to be true and meaningful in the lives of others.

We pass our stories on from one generation to another. And in this process,
we add to our ever-growing narrative repertoire: our reflections of, and on, the
overall reality in which we live. As sociologists, we are particularly interested in
the social role and functioning of stories: how they are told, the ways in which
they are received or read, the role they perform in the broader social context,
how they change, and how they fit into bigger processes related to the living
together of people. Our interest in the social role of stories takes us, in the first
instance, directly to the individual. Narratives display the goals, intentions,
motivations, and after-effects of individual reflection, experience, and action. In
the second instance, narratives can also unwrap elements of wider social order—
of large-scale social, political, and structural trends and disruptions. Ultimately,
narratives help us to understand what is going on in society.

The analytical point of departure for any understanding of society should be
people and the ways in which individuals experience social reality. The very
essence of the concept “society” is the living together of people within a specific
context. As sociologists, we seek to understand how people live together with
other people. We also seek to reveal which elements in society constitute obstacles
to living together—or even make it impossible. We have to acknowledge the

presence of a multiplicity of relevances and meaning-structures, and to achieve
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this we need to listen to various—often divergent—accounts. The stories of
individuals often differ because their experiences, circumstances, and lifeworlds
differ. Underlying our understanding of the meaning that people attribute to their
lifeworld is the assumption that such meaning is accessible to others. The mutual
accessibility of meaning provides a crucial starting point for understanding of

narratives, and via narratives.

Our search to understand our social reality—as well as the social reality of
others—coincides with the assumption that underneath the visible structures of
the human world there is a hidden, invisible structure of interests, forces, and
trends waiting to be uncovered. We can be brought closer to viable interpretations
and understandings of these factors via the narrative study of lives and via
the everyday experiences revealed to us by our research participants. The
methodological implications of such interpretations and understandings are that
sociological concepts can never become models or representations of reality to
which meaning is attributed from the outside. The constitution of meaning takes
place by means of uncovering the typifications that are already inherent in the
situation. The aim of our narrative sociological interpretation is to break open
and to clarify, as plainly as possible, the meanings already present in situations
and in experiences. To realize this aim, one needs to first identify the meanings
and, thereafter, relate them to other meanings and meaning-structures. In this

way, our narrative analysis can lead to the creation of a meaning framework.

Understanding through Qualitative Research

We already noted that as social researchers we direct our efforts towards one
major aim: to understand the world in which we live. In order to do so, we must
decipher the meanings, the motives, and intentions of people, as well as the
effects of their actions on social life. In their introduction to The SAGE Handbook
of Qualitative Research (2011:3-4), Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln
elaborate on these issues. They point out that the aim of qualitative research is
to increase our understanding of social reality through the use of materials—
such as accounts of personal experience, introspection, the lifestory, interviews,
artifacts, and texts—via which we can describe and understand routine, as well
as exceptional moments and meanings in people’s lives. John Creswell (2013:44)

shares the desire to unwrap exceptional moments and meanings when he talks

4 On Stories and Understanding



about being “sensitive to the people and places under study,” to generating
“complex descriptions and interpretations of the problem,” and to uncovering
the “meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem.”
Most readers will agree that qualitative data should lead to rich descriptions,
fruitful explanations, and new interpretations. We trust that this book will

achieve these aspirations.

Understanding through Narratives

Few methods of data collection capture context, meaning, experience, subjectivity,
the lifeworld, reflexivity, and action as effectively as narrative studies. When
people tell coherent and meaningful stories embedded in a particular context,
they reveal to us insights into our own, as well as other people’s experiences.
Narratives provide accounts of how particular phenomena came to be what they
are, how those phenomena take on different meanings in different contexts, and
how individuals do/perform/constitute social life.

A narrative captures the importance of context, the meaningfulness of human
experience, thought and speech within time and place; it provides opportunity
to understand implicit, as well as explicit rationales for action within a
holistic framework...the narrative approach is seeking comprehensiveness of
understanding within the individual case. [Bazeley 2013:342]

In The Narrative Study of Lives program—from which most chapters in this book
originate—we mostly analyze narratives from several participants in order to
access multiple meanings attached to a particular issue. Gathering stories from
several people about the same phenomenon is in keeping with the notion that
“narrative understanding is a dynamic process, and narrative meaning accrues
by degrees” (Popova 2015:n.p.). The unfolding of perspectives and events is
usually constructed by our narrators over multiple interviews. Multiple narrative
sessions create a mosaic in which individual elements can be pieced together to
reconstruct singular scenarios, as well as to constitute a whole picture. Seldom is
it possible to assemble a picture of the “full reality” in one session. Sometimes
our hermeneutic journey towards understanding—our reconstructions of other
people’s constructions—involves fewer narrators, but in most of the chapters in
this book, we explore the lifeworlds of several narrators. It is only in the case of

Chapter 2, Deconstructing My Library, Unwrapping My Lifeworld and Chapter 5,
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The Everyday in a Time of Transformation that the focus is autobiographical and

on the lifeworld of a single narrator.

The very essence of lifestory research—especially in as far as narrative inquiry,
life history, and oral history are concerned—is that it provides an epistemological
key to a wide scope of knowledge of everyday reality, of local and indigenous
knowledges, of cultural transmission and community engagement. Lifestory
data can, however, never simply be accepted as “unmediated representations
of social realities,” as Atkinson and Delamont (2009:316) caution. For this
reason, all the chapters in this book attempt to execute a double reading in which
research participants’ narratives are read against the background of the empirical
reality in which they are embedded. Like all researchers, those in the program of
The Narrative Study of Lives always engage in a reflexive process to question how
narrative realities relate to historical truths, and how they are logically consistent
with other understandings of social reality. Ken Plummer (2001:2) agrees with
this view when he contextualizes the use of narratives as:

. getting close to living human beings, accurately yet imaginatively
picking up the way they express their understandings of the world around
them, perhaps providing an analysis of such expressions, presenting them in
interesting ways and being self-critically aware of the immense difficulties

such tasks bring.

John Spradley’s (1979:34) classic statement on why narrative research offers
such great potential to understanding the lifeworld of people echoes our aim for
this book:

I want to understand the world from your point of view. I want to know what
you know in the way you know it. I want to understand the meaning of your
experience, to walk in your shoes, to feel things as you feel them, to explain
things as you explain them.

Narrating the Everyday

The emphasis on understanding, meaningful interpretation, lived experience,
and the constitution of the lifeworld inevitably positions the narrative study
of lives as a micro-sociological perspective with a strong focus on the micro-

processes composing social reality. What do individuals say, do, and think in the
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everyday sequences of events and experiences? And how do their perspectives
and actions coincide with the wider interactions and expressions of meaning
underlying social reality? In this regard, we find an important guideline in
Randall Collins’s (in Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel 1981:83) remark that empirical
reality must be regarded as residing in direct experience. Collins regards “the
encounter” as the basic micro-unit of analysis: it is a “shared conversational

reality” at the basis of all social interaction, negotiation, and exchange.

Narrating the everyday implies that such an empirical and objective reality
exists. But, this objective reality, as exemplified by empirical, describable, and
sometimes visible phenomena, cannot only be analyzed as structural facts. To
illustrate: the objective reality of urbanization, for instance, is far more than
a statistical construct or “hard fact.” Urbanization embodies an endless chain
of personal experiences—“ritual interaction chains” as Collins (1981:985)
terms them—as well as forms of interaction, bargaining agreements, resistance,
and compliance. Urbanization also exists as a collective noun for individual
action, individual constitution of meaning, and individual experience. The
rich nuances of this can only be captured by means of a series of coding and

hermeneutic procedures.

We understand something of urbanization if we ground this phenomenon in
its constituent micro-elements. The narrative study of urbanization allows for
such a micro-sociological translation strategy. By listening to the accounts of
individuals, we focus on their everyday reality and the contextual situatedness of
their experience. Recurrent accounts, repeated symbolic expressions, and shared
meanings can tell us about the context within which interaction takes place.
All chapters in this book are similarly situated in the sociology of everyday life
and point to the ritual interaction chains linking personal experiences to larger

social phenomena.

Challenges of Narratives

It is clear that if we are interested in revealing human meanings and motives,
interpretive, qualitative methodology provides the key to understanding
how people perceive and experience their lifeworlds. But, our very point
of departure—to comprehend the world in which we live—constitutes an

epistemological problem: people are endowed with consciousness and they see,
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interpret, experience, and act in the world in terms of a vast range of subjectively
and intersubjectively constituted meanings. When people actively construct and
co-construct their own social reality, fluid and multiple perspectives of the world
emerge: there is no single truth. This compels us to (re)assess and (re)interpret
our sociological enterprise. So, it is through continuous oscillation between

hypothesis formulation and revision that we move towards understanding.

As inductive researchers, we focus in an interpretive-constructivist way on the
specific details of what people tell us, and then we use these specifics as a basis
for building our understanding of their lifeworlds. We depend on the openness
of the research participants and their willingness and ability to articulate
experiences, recount events, and offer explanations and opinions. Experience
shows that no matter how well researchers set up the in-depth interview and
create a conversational partnership in which the interviewee participates fully

and can talk openly, the very nature of memory poses a hermeneutical challenge.

Memory is a person’s capacity to recall or summon up information stored in
his or her mind. Remembering is a mental act of “thinking of things in their
absence” (Warnock in Misztal 2003:9). All chapters in this book focus on mental
recall; in addition, some focus on embodied aspects of remembering. There is a
strong emphasis on the content of memory. However, we are equally interested
in processes of re-membering, in other words, in the memory experience. To
remember information, events, and experiences is a complex—and notoriously
fallible—process. This is partly because memory is not an exclusively individual
and objective act. Even the most personal accounts and memories transcend our
subjective experience of them and are shared and mediated by others around
us (Zerubavel 1997:81). As Barbara Misztal (2003:6) remarks, our memory
is always “of an intersubjective past, of a past time lived in relation to other
people.” Thus, memory is almost always “intersubjectively constituted”: an idea
on which we focused and published more specifically elsewhere (cf. Coetzee and
Rau 2009).

Memory is by definition “the leap across time from the then of happening to
the now of recall” (Frisch 1990:22). This implies a triangulation between the
experiences of the past, the set of circumstances within which these experiences
occur, and the way in which the individual reflects on these experiences. The
latter includes the influence of the narrator’s present circumstances. Although
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memories become adapted in these processes, there will always be a nucleus
of aspects that remain the same. As Paul Connerton (1989:23) points out, the
habitual aspect of recall serves to entrench ways of reflecting on and narrating
personal societal experiences, and ensures—to some extent—a containment,

coherence, and continuity of meaning.

From this it follows that the way in which we and our research participants
remember experiences from the past will depend on the nature of these
experiences. For instance, several narratives in this book originate from lifestory
research projects that explore trauma narratives. Traumatic experiences leave a
negative memory. Whether it is sustained exposure to trauma—such as long-
term experience of physical disability or a life lived with HIV—or whether we are
exposed to a brief moment of numbing shock, the effects are likely to be similar:
a negative disturbance in the way we think back to that part of our past. Another
issue needs to be kept in mind when we analyze memory. According to Kai
Erikson (1994:231), instances of shared experiences can create a community:
“trauma shared can serve as a source of community in the same way that the
common languages and common cultural backgrounds can. There is a spiritual
kinship there, a sense of identity.” He concludes: “Indeed, it can happen that
otherwise unconnected persons who share a traumatic experience seek one
another out and develop a form of fellowship on the strength of that common
tie” (Erikson 1994:232). So, Erikson shifts the notion of trauma experience
from an individualized context towards a collective one. But the shift from an
individualized context towards a collective one is not necessarily restricted to
the experience and recall of trauma. All shared experiences—also pleasant
ones—can transcend the individual to become collective experiences. The result
of this is that personal memory often obtains collective or cultural dimensions.
And when individual experiences become part of a collective consciousness—
they become institutionalized (see: Alexander 2004:8). While individuals do
the remembering, their remembering often arises out of shared social contexts

and motifs.

The halo effect is a bias that arises when research participants “give socially
approved responses as an interaction strategy characterized by responding in
normatively correct and conformist ways and generally trying to present a good
face” (Ross and Mirowsky 1983:529-530). We do not deny that, to some extent,
this form of bias occurred in data collection for the various projects featured in
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this book, but we are of the opinion that the narratives presented are not unduly
influenced by it. In the case of all the projects featured here, researchers took
great care to establish, over time, a high level of trust and rapport with their
participants. One of the key emphases during the various and many seminars,
debriefings, and supervision feedback sessions in which all researchers partook
was to reiterate and remind one another of the importance of establishing an

optimum environment for meaningful encounters with research participants.

Understanding the South African Context through the
Narrative Study of Lives

It is now a quarter of a century since South Africa transformed itself from
being an apartheid prison and arch-pariah to a widely acclaimed example of the
potential for a “new humanity.” Few countries were as reviled by the international
community as the apartheid state formed by the National Party of South Africa
when it came into power in 1948. Institutionalized and legally enshrined racism
enforced a culture of separation and isolation. A person’s race determined where
he/she could live, who he/she could marry, and what education, medical care,
occupation, social services, legal protection, and property rights he/she would
be entitled to. In the wider context of the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November
1989 and the approach of the end of the Cold War, South Africa negotiated a
new dispensation under the leadership of Nelson Mandela and F. W. de Klerk.
In April 1994, our first democratic elections took place and South Africa was

finally free.

Although technically free and democratically constituted, the remnants and
shadows of South Africa’s past did not miraculously disappear with the dawn of
the new dispensation. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), a body
similar to a court of law where testimony could be heard, was set up shortly after
the end of apartheid in 1994. Anybody who felt themselves to have been a victim
of the violence perpetrated during the apartheid years could come forward, tell
their stories, and be heard at the TRC. Perpetrators of apartheid’s violence and
crimes could also give testimony and apply for amnesty from prosecution. The
formal hearings of this Commission began on April 15, 1996 (South African
History Online 2017).

10 On Stories and Understanding



The TRC was an important part of the transition to full democracy in South
Africa. It was also a major turning point in the South African awareness of the
power of narratives to establish parameters for the living together of people
and for striving towards a better society. The TRC was set up in terms of the
Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act, No. 34 of 1995. The
number of cases brought in front of the TRC gives an indication of the scope of
the narratives heard by the Commission. Out of 7112 petitions, as many as 5392
people were formally refused amnesty, whereas 849 were granted amnesty. Several
applications were withdrawn. Many of the hearings of the TRC were aired on

public television channels and most newspapers covered the events extensively.

In many ways the work of the TRC can be seen as groundbreaking in terms
of providing an official forum for victims, as well as perpetrators to have their
stories heard. Many witnesses who gave testimony about secret and immoral acts
committed by the apartheid government of South Africa would not have come
out into the open if it was not for the protection provided by the laws governing
this process. In turn, many of the crimes committed by liberation forces would

also have stayed undisclosed.

South Africa is now a country with a constitution lauded as one of the most
enlightened in the world. Yet it remains a country marred by inequality and
inequity. This book on the narrative study of lives features many stories from
Central South Africa that illustrate inequalities and inequities that persist in the
country’s post-democratic era. In her introduction to the comprehensive coverage
on lifestory research in the SAGE publication, “Benchmarks in Social Research
Methods,” Barbara Harrison (2009:XXIII-XXIX) points out a number of factors
that heralded a growth in narrative research. These include an awareness of the
role that oral history and narrative accounts can play in contributing towards a
democratization of knowledge: How do we remember and experience the past?
How are injustices of the past still part of our lives in the present? How do we
deal with transition and trauma? How do we experience, and celebrate, cultural
diversity and everyday aspects of our identities? Some of the narratives in this
book address these questions directly.

Documents of life from our pre-democratic dispensation rarely incorporated the
voices of the majority of South Africa’s people. The apartheid regime suppressed
their voices by relegating entire racial groups to the economic and cultural margins
of society. Through political exclusion their experiences were hidden from most
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historical accounts and their views seldom played a role in representations and
reconstructions of reality. In step with new horizons and freedoms, everyday
discourses on issues that reflect everyday life as explored by us in the program
The Narrative Study of Lives contribute to greater inclusivity and provide more
opportunities for political and cultural participation and self-expression.

One cannot engage with the increased political democratization in South Africa
following the regime transition of 1994, and the growth of the awareness of the
power of public testimonies during the sessions of the TRC, without referring
to the influence of feminist thinking in South Africa. Feminist scholarship at
South African universities and research bodies played a major role in sensitizing
society to take action against hegemonic, male-dominated practices and ways of
thinking. Contributions in this book such as Chapters 6, 7, and 8 on narratives
of cosmetic surgery and beauty, and Chapters 14 to 17 on the experiences of
poverty, health, and physical disability emphasize gender issues.

Life histories allow us to learn about people and the way that they live (Rubin and
Rubin 2005:8). We pass on our stories—our histories—from one generation to
another. And in this process, we add to our ever-growing narrative repertoire: our
reflections of, and on, the overall reality in which we live. The contributions in this
book provide broad brushstrokes of life in Central South Africa. The voices and
the stories in the chapters reach into and open out deeper levels in the experience
of “ordinary people.” In doing so, the chapters uncover new understandings of

our histories and our evolving social world.
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Jan K. Coetzee

Deconstructing My Library,
Unwrapping My Lifeworld’

ABSTRACT | One of the most frequent ways of narrating everyday life in
developed countries has been via the printed book. The invention of printing allowed for
an ever-increasing mass production of documents of life that systematically established
an era of communication and a political economy that had profound implications
for the structure of living together. This chapter departs from the context of my own
lifeworld: a lifeworld closely related to printed books.

When attempting to explore and understand the overt and covert meanings embedded
in the historical development of our social lives and the objects around us, we can turn
for assistance to an analysis of the books on our shelves, books that have been constant
companions for long periods of our lives. In this chapter | propose that any valid
interpretation, understanding, and depiction of social reality needs to be, in essence,
autobiographical. The autobiographical account | present includes how my personal life
trajectory led me to the books that surround me. And how, in turn, these books become
a reflection on myself and my roots.

Telling Stories

In today’s world, there are strong indications of an increasing interest in
narratives. One example of this interest is the award of the Nobel Prize
for Literature in 2015 to the oral historian Svetlana Alexievich for her work
in the literature genre of narratives (Alexievich 1992; 2006; 2016; 2017).
This comes in the wake of our need to better understand human experience,
human motivations, and the ways in which we impact our social and natural
world. Narratives imply memory. In his ground-breaking work, Memory,
History, Forgetting, Paul Ricoeur (2004) reminds us that any phenomenological

analysis of memory needs to include two essential questions: “Of what are the

1 This chapter was originally published in Qualitative Sociology Review XIV (4), 2018.
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memories? Whose memory is it?” Our narratives center on our appropriation of
memory, our capability for self-reflection. To understand how memory works,
one must realize that to be reminded of something is at the same time to remember
who you are. Memory is a complex system of storing information, an experience
and a dialogue with the past. But, in the end, memory is an engagement with,
and thinking of, the events, the people, the experiences, the beliefs, the truths/
lies that we came across or were told about. My attempt at understanding the
social reality in which I find myself is related to my autobiography. But, even
though it is autobiographical, my memory is not free from collective, social, and
institutionalized influences. My memory is an individual mental act, but it is

also socially organized and mediated.

From the beginning, humans have found themselves in storytelling societies.
We tell our stories; we listen to others’ stories; we story our lives. We are the
only creatures to have this capability: to tell and record stories and then pass
them on from one generation to another, from one culture to another. And our
stories have consequences. They work their way into all aspects of how we
live together with other people. Storytelling is a meaning-making activity. It is
important in our search to make sense of our lives. Our stories tell of happenings
and experiences. They also tell of visions and of dreams. They speak of reality
and of imagination, of politics, and of religion. Our stories and our ability to
verbalize our lifeworld already at an early stage of our development opened the
door to imaginary worlds and to the realms of the spiritual. And, gradually, our
ability to make intellectual and emotional connections started to infuse our lives
beyond the basic instinct to survive. From images drawn by early humans on the
walls of caves it is clear that these were people who could think symbolically,
and who could make visual representations of things they remembered and
imagined. Not only is ancient art a marker of these shifts in cognitive activity,
it also reminds us that the sophisticated ability to think abstractly has not been
restricted to one part of the world as we know it today. Whether on the walls
of caves in Europe or in artifacts found across Africa, the Americas, and Asia,
examples of our unique capacity for imaginative expression and for symbolism

are found all over our world.

One can even argue that stories are of such importance that had nobody ever
spoken to us from the outside, we might only have had silence within ourselves.
It is only by listening to others’ stories that we start to develop the capacity to
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tell our own stories. By internalizing others’ voices, we come to discover who we
are and to discover our fellow humans. We are shaped by the stories preserved
in our society. We are molded in such a way by our shared stories that we appear
similar to others around us, and for this reason, we can be recognized by people
from “inside” and from “outside” as members who belong together in a unique
collective: a society. But, no child is merely accepting society’s stories. We have
the ability to resist the stories, we can participate in them, and we can collaborate
in the stories. Quite literally, even as a young child we can start to talk back.

Writing Stories

The use of systems of symbols to capture and to convey meaning is very old.
Long before writing as we know it was developed, several traces can be found
of encoded utterances that made it possible for others to accurately reconstruct
a written message. Although obviously connected, the development of writing
and the development of well thought out, coherent texts are not the same. Early
on in humankind’s history we started to experiment with recording our stories.
The moment when the first people started to think and plan for the future, and to
remember and learn from the past, they displayed a higher order consciousness.
This higher order consciousness gave humans a huge advantage and it helped
us to cooperate, to survive in harsh environments, and even to conquer and to
colonize. And all along, we have been using our ability for storytelling to record,
to pass on, and to add to the narrative. Although the first traces of writing go
back to Egypt more than 3,000 years BCE (The British Museum 2017), and many
forms of proto-writing can be found on surfaces such as stones, tablets, tortoise
shells, scrolls of leather, papyrus, clay vessels, and parchments, it was only by
1450 that the printing press and moveable type were invented (Childress 2008:42).
Various political, industrial, and cultural revolutions ignited enlightenment and

lead to a slow replacement of ignorance by the light of knowledge.

The predecessors of what we call “books” were cumbersome, expensive,
hugely exclusive volumes or codices, handwritten and illustrated—the reserve
of the rich and the powerful. And even after the introduction of the printing
press in Western and Eastern Europe noticeable changes towards rational and
democratic knowledge were slow. Books remained the exclusive property of

the powerful for centuries—a scarce item in many homes well into the 20th
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century. But, although books were scarce in most ordinary homes of workers
and other less literate groups, the gradual increase of literacy brought about by
the Reformation, and later the political and industrial revolutions in Europe,
slowly led to changes in every aspect of the daily life of Europeans. And as
a descendant from Europe, the roots of my life—from my distant past to my
not-so-distant everyday reality—were also touched. Telling stories increasingly
moved to writing stories, and as an adult in the 21st century my life is mainly
influenced by documents of life. I use the concept documents of life as a collective
noun for materials that have been written or printed or reproduced in any way—
materials that have an objective and independent existence. In this chapter,
the term documents of life refers to books that were printed or a manuscript that
represents a book meant to be printed. I exclude verbally conveyed biographies,
narratives, oral histories, subjectively constructed summaries/testimonies,

accounts or tales from this use of the concept documents of life.

This project of analyzing a serendipitously selected collection of documents of
lift—printed and published books—constitutes a way of making my own life, as
well as life in general, intelligible to myself and to others. I want to understand
my own life and the society in which I live by focusing on a selection of printed
documents that I have come across over almost 3 decades. These documents—
all of them books—deal with many issues. Some deal with the abstract and
imaginary world of the spiritual and/or religious, whereas others deal with
concrete issues related to the experience of everyday reality. Given the position
of religion and the institutionalized churches in the predominantly Christian part
of Europe where my roots lie, it is to be understood that a large percentage of
the oldest texts containing a documentation of my roots are related to Christian
religion. In addition to religion, other important themes that run through my
own life history are the themes of colonialism, imperialism, racism, language,

identity, and time.

The Texts on My Shelves

The books in the collection on my shelves—books that I group together and refer
to by the collective noun as the documents of life that I came across over many
years during my travels in Central and Western Europe—have all been added

to my collection based on their physical appearance. They are all old texts and
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they have considerable aesthetic appeal. Some date from the 16th century; the
oldest one is from 1567—printed almost 100 years before the Dutch sent Jan
van Riebeeck on the mission to colonize the Cape as a refreshment station for
their fleets en route to the East. Although these documents of life are all old, they
were all written, created, and presented in the format that we still associate with
a book. At no point do I attempt to deconstruct the material book object. Their
deeply instilled customary forms as objects and as vehicles for conveying their
messages via text are left unchanged.

The words inside the texts in my collection—as well as the bound pages of
these books—originated from and bear witness to the intentions, motivations,
hopes, and sometimes even the fears and sufferings of human beings. They tell
us something about the everyday lifeworld; they narrate a message or a story.
But, in the context of them being a collection of documents, their ability to
narrate is undermined: many of the texts in this collection are written in old,
inaccessible languages and within opaque narrative structures. So, I cannot
merely present these texts; I need to re-narrate, deconstruct, and even subvert
narrative conventions. And this happens by presenting the texts in a way that
evokes new stories in my mind as “reader” or that prompts my re-membering of

old stories in new ways.

Let us for a moment not try to open these texts and not try to translate the
languages of these texts—the inaccessible Latin, the High German or Dutch,
and the old Czech, Slovak, or Hungarian—or to get a feel for the ancient English
of 200-300 years ago. Let us rather accept that these books come from the past
and that they contain content that is somewhat closed or obscured to us. These
books now require improvization—a new interaction and experience—in order
to be “read.” Let us critically inquire into the aims, objectives, context, and
content of the books in this collection of documents of life. We can start this
inquiry by systematically reading the title pages of the texts; only the title pages.
Without opening the rest of the texts and without converting the original print
on the inside pages to meaning and message, let us try to constitute a text for
ourselves; re-membering the old stories. In this way, we bring the old texts in
this collection of documents of life into a dialogue with each other. By gathering
them together in one area on the bookshelves the books have already attained
a different character and the whole collection starts telling us more than what
an individual book can do. The collection of documents of life brings us into a
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dialogue with the wider context of time and history. If I choose to engage, then I
am obliged to reflect—to look back on and weigh up the motivations, intentions,
successes, and sufferings implied by the different title pages, and presumably
described on the pages of the different texts. I am also obliged to engage with
the wider range of historical and philosophical preconditions they offer for

understanding our social reality and its making.

The books in this collection on my shelves tell of things real and imagined, factual
and fictional. Each book speaks about the doings, the plots, the characters, and
story lines of a particular era and sometimes of a particular moment. And as
any serendipitous collection will do, the collection constitutes documents of life
of only some segments of reality. Some of the texts resonate in a way with
the personal, subjective, and autobiographical dimensions of my life. Others
belong more to group ideas, to the social world, to a collective—in this case, a
collective that I can empathize with because it constitutes my own roots. And
yet another part of the texts belongs to the story of humankind, of nations and
cultures. The narratives contained in this collection of texts bring the themes
individual, the group, and the larger social reality together in an intertextual
dialogue. The narratives contained in the different texts and the themes raised by
them shape and influence each other. In addition, my own biography influences
how I “read” each text, as well as how I “read” each text in relation to the
others in this collection of documents of life. When visiting the Edvard Munch
Museum in Oslo in May 2017, I was struck by a quote on the museum wall
referring to the work of Munch, Norway’s most important visual artist: “Munch
was preoccupied with how one picture could alter another picture when placed
beside it, how the relationship and context created something greater than the
individual works, a resonance, as he called it. And that is how it is with people
too. Together we are more than separate individuals...” This notion is also true
for books. When bringing a collection of books together in one place, the books
start taking on a different character; the collection starts telling us more than
what the individual books can do. In the same way as a small private library in
an ordinary present-day family home can reflect something about the family, the
collection of texts in this project on documents of life reflects something of my

lifeworld as it resonates with wider social, cultural, and historical refrains.

The documents of life in my collection contain many topics—ambitious and

wide-ranging moralistic guidelines, histories, rules and regulations, sermons
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and speeches, diaries and journals, textbooks, dictionaries and encyclopedias,
Holy Scriptures, philosophical utterances, commentaries and exegeses, novels,
and volumes of poetry. The books range widely in their physical size and
shape, and, as I mentioned before, the oldest texts predate the first settlement of
Europeans on southern African soil. All these documents of life have something in
common with me and my journeys, and—I believe—with the construction and
re-construction of my life and its roots, but not one of the texts is South African.
The closest to a South African text is the translation into the Afrikaans language
of two Bibles containing the Reformed Calvinist Christian canonical books of

the original Hebrew Old Testament and the original Greek New Testament.

Although they seem to be unconnected, the set of more than 140 texts in my
collection weave and interlink with each other with the result that they create
a closely related intertextual panorama. Within this panorama, as author—and
as the “reader” of these texts—I am positioned as a White, Afrikaans-speaking,
South African male whose secondary schooling, as well as university training
took place in Afrikaans-speaking apartheid institutions. My professional career
as an academic started at a bilingual university and continued at an Afrikaans
higher education institution. I worked at universities situated in the heartland
of apartheid South Africa. In the middle of the various states of emergencies
proclaimed by the apartheid government during the second half of the 1980s, I
was given the opportunity to work for a quarter of a century as a professor and
head of department in a cosmopolitan, highly critical, English-speaking segment
of the South African academic world. For the first time in my life, I performed
my role as academic within the broader parameters of critical rationality and
not guided by the many constraints of an ideological political structure. This
opportunity opened the door to almost three decades of academic contact
with colleagues in, and regular visits to, the Visegrad Group of countries—The
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia—and Western Europe. My first
prolonged stay in the Visegrad cultural and political alliance took place shortly
after this Group was established on February 15, 1991 (Visegrad Group 2017).

At that point—the early 1990s—there were high expectations that the fall of
the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989 could lead to a worldwide broadening
of autonomy and liberation from the shackles of oppression. Several historical
events took place in quick succession. The rapid disintegration of the Soviet
Union coincided with a series of events in Poland that led to that country’s
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Communist Party losing its grip on power. For the first time in the post-World
War II history of Europe, a Communist government—the one in Poland—
handed authority to a non-Communist opposition (Wnuk 2000). Shortly
after this ruling, the Hungarian Socialist Party decided that it will no longer
be officially called “Communist” (Kort 2001:69), and Czechoslovakia had
its Velvet Revolution (Kuklik 2015:217). On April 23, 1990 Czechoslovakia
changed its name to the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic with Vaclav Havel,
former political prisoner and leader of the Civic Forum, as its first President
(Encyclopedia Britannica 2011).

On the other side of the globe, in South Africa, the process towards
democratization was also pushed and smoothed by conditions and causes not
entirely unrelated to what was happening in Central Europe. The international
success of the Anti-Apartheid Struggle against the ruling South African regime
contributed to increasing acceptance of the idea that the National Party’s racist
and restrictive domination must end (South African History Online 2012).
Effective disinvestment campaigns, boycotts on cultural, sport, mercantile,
and academic levels, and extended lobbying in international council chambers
forced the minority government to negotiate on the political future of all South
Africans (South African History Online 2012).

When the Cold War drew to a close in the early 1990s, many people experienced
a feeling that the world was naturally moving towards democratization and to
an opening up of previously closed political structures. Democracy seemed
to champion a system of basic values built on the foundation of respect for
human life and dignity. South Africa’s democratization process contained these
sentiments. Reflecting a similar shift in public views as the one when Vaclav Havel
became president of the Czech and Slovak Republic in 1990, many saw South
Africa as a world leader in the establishment of justice, reconciliation, equality,
and peace when Nelson Mandela—Ilike Havel, also a political prisoner—was
inaugurated as its first democratically elected president in 1994.

Now, a quarter of a century later, there are worldwide signs of growing
disillusionment and pessimism. The move towards democracy and greater well-
being for all is not as smooth or inevitable as previously thought. The world is not
moving spontaneously towards democracy. Rather, many signs of democratic

decay or anti-democratic reversal are visible. Some argue that in South Africa
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democracy has become a shell of itself, associated less with aspirational
humanistic ideals than with its mundane manifestations in free, fair, and regular
elections. Once again the stories are about our world changing, fragmenting,
and dispersing. The stories change because the forms and structures of the living
together of people change. On the other hand: sometimes the stories change, but

the underlying forms and structures remain defiantly unchanged.

Sociologists widely agree that the concept social structure refers to the way in
which society is organized to meet the basic needs of its members. The social
structure entails all the ways of doing things that have developed over time; it
implies a widely accepted way of life, a broadly agreed definition of reality,
and a shared view of the overall reality within which we live. Social structure
is shaped by dominant norms, but also by their contestation. Layer upon layer
of the social structure becomes set and sedimented over years, but also gets
eroded. Our stories—contained in documents of life such as the collection on my
shelves—help us to understand how we construct and reconstruct our lifeworld.
Our stories contain and harbor our memories; they reflect the themes of our

lives and of our social structure.

The Themes from the Texts in My Collection

Reflecting on the memories and stories in my small library of documents of
life, four groupings of themes stand out—Religion; Colonialism, imperialism,
and racism; Language and identity; and Time. These themes are not separate
from each other or loose-standing. Political decision-making is often related to
religious beliefs and motivations. A well-developed language often facilitates
political sophistication and religious acumen. All the themes above combine
to illustrate the underlying principles of social change and of Western
modernization—a process deeply ingrained in the notion of progress and one that
is dominating my own Western mind (Nisbet 1980). The texts in my collection
confirm a widely held assumption (Van Nieuwenhuijze 1982), namely, that the
characteristics of modern people have always been related to their abilities to
attain sustenance, comfort, peace of mind, material benefits, the optimization
of progress, ascendancy, and maximum control. The collection of texts on my
shelves—some old and others not so old—tells this well-known story of Western

progress, prosperity, control, and wealth. One of the aims of this chapter is to
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search for deeply rooted principles of my own development history, as well as of
the development history of the broader cultural tradition of Western Europe—
from where I originate. Some of these deeply rooted principles might be:

*  The acceptance of a single, linear time frame, within which it is possible to
improve the quality of life.

»  The possibility of social reform that is based on a historical foundation that
can impact the present.

*  The inevitability of the future, combined with hope and expectations of
prosperity.

» The controllability of welfare, stability, equality, freedom, peace, and justice.
* A reciprocal relationship between rationalism and idealism.

*  Confidence in the autonomous contribution of future generations.

Most of the documents of life on my shelves echo in one way or another the idea
that the individual should constantly strive towards cultivation and learning;
they praise rationality and a scientific approach. In contrast to the traditional
society’s restricted capacity to solve problems and to control the physical
environment, the books in this collection proclaim that a modern society must
strive to control not only the present but also anticipate and eliminate future
pressures. These general threads running through the texts on my shelves lead us

to focus more specifically on four broad themes.

Religion

Most of the oldest texts in my collection of documents of life are religious books,
written mainly by members of religious orders. They deal with all kinds of sacred
issues, morality, directives for everyday practices, as well as with guidelines for
specific religious festivities. These old religious texts narrate in no uncertain
terms how influential and powerful religion and the religious elite were: the texts
even tell the religious believers how they should meditate and what the content
of their prayers should be.

The religious texts in my collection of documents of life contain ideas, on the
one hand, on beliefs—the coherent whole of convictions or opinions regarding
the transcendent or supernatural—and, on the other hand, on specific practices

or actions. These religious texts point out that people who shared convictions,
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particular forms of faith, and a specific kind of religious awareness organized
themselves together and willfully attempted to experience their everyday
lives in terms of their faiths and convictions. This grouping together lead to
the establishment of structures, prescriptions for behavior, and a spectrum of
practices. These structures—often in the form of Christian churches—had an
effect on the broader reality of society and had a specific impact on the political,
the economic, the educational, and the social levels of societies in the past. And
these religious organizations had a strong effect on my own society.

The relationship between religion and society is clear in the collection of texts
on my shelves. This relationship is also clear in the history of my country, South
Africa. The majority of South Africans describe their religious affiliation as
“Christian.” Within this general grouping of Christians, a range of opinions
and positions exists regarding the role of religion in society. For many years, the
Dutch Reformed Church tradition has been the most influential conventional
Western church grouping in this country. Within the broader Christian tradition
in pre-democratic South Africa, there was little consensus about the roles and
responsibilities of the church and of religion to eliminate discrimination and
inequality in society, to care for the suppressed in all population groups, and to
take a stand against the violation of all people’s rights and human dignity.

From early on in the history of South Africa, up until democratization in
1994, White South Africans determined the content of human rights and the
distribution of wealth in the country. During this entire period religion was
connected to particular group interests. Since its formal institution, the Dutch
Reformed Church supported apartheid. This church was even expelled from the
World Alliance of Reformed Churches in 1982 because of its role as church of
the state. Its congregations were racially segregated and the White segment of the
Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa—the mother church—was constantly
in conflict with the members of the daughter churches—the sections for Colored
(the Dutch Reformed Mission Church), Black African (the Dutch Reformed
Church in Africa), and Indian (the Reformed Church in Africa) members—
who all endorsed the World Alliance of Reformed Churches’ exclusion of their
mother church.

The role of the Dutch Reformed mother church in setting up, sanctioning, and
practicing racial segregation—apartheid—is clear for all to see. Even before the
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National Party came into power in 1948, the church proclaimed and mixed
into her teachings ideas on racial purity and White superiority. And as the
policy of apartheid gradually became more and more institutionalized with the
proclamation of the Population Registration Act and the Group Areas Act in
1950, the Mixed Marriages Act of 1949 and its amended version the Immorality
Amendment Act of 1950, the separate Amenities Act of 1953 and various other
discriminatory laws, the Dutch Reformed Church often provided biblical support

for the government in order to carry out its policy of “separate development.”

Many of the books in the collection on my shelves have to do with the importance
of religion. Religion and church constitute an institutional structure that will
guide church members’ actions and practices. And these manifestations of
religion ultimately have an effect on the political, the economic, and the broader
cultural spheres of society. The collection of texts on my shelves tells me that,
although religion is about the supernatural, about righteousness, and about
striving for a better world, religion all over the world—and also in my country—
often contributed to hatred, injustice, domination, and exploitation. Many of
the evils of this world were conducted in the name of a god and of religion.
When looking at these old religious texts, I can only wonder about their role in

establishing my society—a deeply divided society.

Colonialism, Imperialism, and Racism

My collection of documents of life contains several books on history, geography,
and civil rights from the period referred to by Harry Magdoff (1982) as “old
imperialism.” This period started in the 15th century with European mercantilism
in terms of which countries such as Spain and Portugal spearheaded the entry of
European commerce onto the world stage—a stage that included the previously
unknown continents of the Americas and Africa. One of the texts in my
collection, Johannes Mariana’s Historiae de Rebus Hispaniae of 1605, reflects on
The History of Spain and on the discovery of new continents. With the blessing of
the Catholic Church, the armadas set out to satisfy and expand the early appetite
for industrial capital and for conquering the largest possible economic territory.
The mission of priests accompanying the armadas was to expand religious
conversion and conquer the territory of the soul. So, material and religious

expansion went hand in hand.
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Other texts in my collection of documents of life summarize wide-ranging
ordonnances, resolutions, orders, and proclamations. They signify the—then
new—order of European imperialism and of organized domination and control,
of appropriation, and exploitation (Cohen 1973). And if you are a world
player in the field of expansionism, accumulation—and almost inevitably—
dispossession, you need a well-organized judicial system, reflecting the rational
philosophy of age-old Roman-Dutch concepts of justice. In this way, the desire
for political and economic dominance can be packaged as a “civilizing mission”
and as part of the development of a rational economy. The texts from this genre
in my collection of documents of life remind me that the beginning of the South
African nation was closely connected to international quests for markets and the
desire for growing profits of those times. And underlying this was a disregard for
the rights of indigenous peoples, their values, traditional laws, and cosmologies.
History is written by the victor, and in many cases, by the oppressor. The
collection of books in this project are all from Europe—the oral histories of
South Africa’s colonized peoples are silent.

Closely related to colonialism and exploitation are the slave trade and forced
labor. Trading in African slaves began with Portuguese—and some Spanish—
traders taking African slaves to their new-found American colonies. British
pirates joined in and the British were later given the right to sell slaves in the
Spanish Empire after the Treaty of Utrecht (BBC. KS3 Bitesize History 2007) in
1714. By that time this roaring and pernicious trade was well underway.

The Dutch also participated in the slave trade. In Indonesia, the Dutch enslaved
entire populations and it was therefore not difficult to extend slavery to the
Cape Colony, a process that began soon after the 1652 arrival of Jan van
Riebeeck, the founder of the Dutch East India Company’s refreshment station.
Van Riebeeck’s efforts (South African History Online 2016) to get labor from
the indigenous population through negotiation broke down. In 1658, the first
slaves were imported—captured from a Portuguese slave trader. This group of
slaves came mainly from Angola. Later that same year a group from Ghana
arrived. A constant supply of slaves appeared to flow from the Dutch East
India Company’s returning fleets from Batavia. The slaves were not allowed
entry to Holland—ironically, slavery in the motherland was illegal—so many
officials sold their slaves at the Cape before returning to Holland. Throughout
the Dutch control over the Cape—until 1795 when the Cape Colony became
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British property—slavery was well-integrated into the everyday lifeworld (South
African History Online 2011). This situation continued under the British rule of

the Cape Colony and until the abolition of slavery in 1834.

At the basis of slavery is racism. Slaves are defined as property; one human
being is the legal belonging of another human. They could be sold, bequeathed,
or used as security for loans. Laws governed the rights of owners and secured
the subordinate position of slaves. The owners were allowed to dish out harsh
punishment, to withhold food, to chain, and even to kill a slave—in case of a
slave allegedly threatening the owner’s safety. All of these were institutionalized
in the social structure of the time. Out of slavery grows a culture of domination,
control, and subordination. No doubt the early history of master and slave, of
Christian believer and infidel, of rich and poor, of White and Black played an
important part in setting up the intergroup relations of our present-day world,
including South Africa. The documents of life on my shelves remind us that we live
in a world that throughout history clearly had the potential to be a better place,
but societies did not create conditions for the actualization of each individual’s
full potential or personhood. Rather, the books remind us of the pro-active
role religion and social practices played in the creation and maintenance of
institutionalized and unequal lifeworlds. They remind us that the capacity to
live a good life goes hand in hand with access to the most basic needs of social

justice, humanity, and respect (Coetzee and Rau 2017).

Language and Identity

The documents of Iife on my shelves tell a further story, of the hegemonic power
of language. From the early history of the printed book as we know it, Latin
played a major role in providing a linguistic framework for and basis of control
in as far as the exercise of power was concerned. A significant number of the
printed manuscripts of the 17th and 18th centuries are in Latin—and a large
proportion of these were written by members of religious orders such as the
Society of Jesus, whose members are known as Jesuits and who carried large

influence in the areas from where the texts in my collection originate.

History has taught us that the ruling class often uses language to manipulate
the values and norms of society. Imperial dominance goes hand in hand with
language: the stronger state dictates the way in which the internal politics and

the societal character of the subordinate state play out. Antonio Gramsci (1994;
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2011), the Italian social theorist, sociologist, and linguist, is best known for the
theory of cultural hegemony. This theory describes how the state, the ruling
class, and elite members of society use cultural institutions to maintain power.
Through a hegemonic culture they use ideology rather than violence, economic
force, or coercion. The hegemonic culture propagates and reinforces its own
values and norms, which then become entrenched as the common sense values of
everyday life. In this way, the generally accepted conceptions of what is desirable
coincide with the maintenance of the ideas as expressed by those holding power.
And the fact that the vast majority of people living during the times the old
texts were written could not read and could not understand a language such
as Latin made it easier for the dominant classes to read their own meanings
into the texts and then translate their interpretations into directives for living the
everyday life. Thus, language was the vehicle to spread ideology and to maintain

cultural dominance.

In order to consolidate dominant ideas and spread them into and across different
languages, the compilation of dictionaries played an important role. The practice
of compiling bilingual wordlists began as far back as the production of the first
manuscripts containing text. The development of printing made it possible and
practical to compile glossaries with equivalents for Latin words in some of the
major medieval European languages. The dictionaries in the collection on my
shelves signify the evolution of language processing: the ability to use language

in order to determine meaning, to control culture, and to preserve identity.

Most of the texts in this collection of texts on my shelves are old. The books
are visibly old, and the languages in which they were composed are much older.
The texts not only reflect the exhaustion that accompanies time, the engagement
with ancient languages brings its own exhaustion. My personal biography
led me to engage with the classics—with Latin, Greek, and Hebrew—and I
experienced this exhaustion first-hand. Very little of my proficiency in these
languages survived my resolution to move to a career in sociology, instead of the
church. What does endure is an almost intuitive interest in how the underlying
rationalities and ideologies embedded in classic Western languages endure and
continue to shape current realities. All the “book works” in my project Books &
Bones & Other Things (Coetzee 2018) reflect aspects of aging, of endurance and

exhaustion, resolution and dissolution.
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Time

In Western thinking, time is mostly seen as linear: a succession of existences
or events from the past, through the present, and into the future. The idea of
change occupies a prominent position in the way most people interpret their
world (Nisbet 1980). Change and the modernist focus on the possibility—
indeed desirability—of progress are closely interwoven with a number of other
concepts: liberation, peace, justice, equality, and communality. These concepts
resound with the ambition to move away from a primitive state towards one of
wisdom. And so, the future becomes synonymous with our desire to eliminate
or to reduce problems and shortcomings related to our physical, social,
personal, and emotional environment. This thread runs through most of the
texts in this collection on my shelves—a thread that runs deep in the psyche of

modern Westerners.

The less benevolent underbelly of this idea of progress and its altruistic aims is
the ambition towards greater control. Our perception of change is founded in our
view of the past and of the past’s contribution to the present. But, it is the idea of
the future—and the hopes and expectations regarding the future—that drives us
to control our welfare, our stability, our freedom, and our peace of mind. But, as
history shows, greater control often heralded much darker versions of the future
than envisaged or desired.

In Conclusion

My deconstructing of the collection of old texts on the shelves of my library
represents a qualitative attempt to explore and to understand the meanings
embedded in the historical development of my social life, our present-day
lifeworld, and the objects around us. We constantly participate in establishing
our ever-changing social reality and part of this process should involve reflecting
on what brought us to where we are. To reconstruct everyday reality and to
reflect on how it has come about can never be an objective or value-free exercise.
That is why I emphasized at the outset that my interpretations, understandings,
and depictions of aspects of social reality—contained in the texts on my
shelves—are largely autobiographical. As indicated in the section Colonialism,
Imperialism, and Racism, the texts in this collection are all from Europe. The

voices of indigenous peoples are silent and their values, laws, and cosmologies
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largely disregarded. This silence and disregard are not deliberate: it is entirely to
be ascribed to the nature of this project. My deconstructing of the texts in my
library is an autobiographical encounter with texts that I came across during
decades of engagement with Western and Central Europe. These texts were
all authored and printed in Western and Central Europe. The unwrapping of
these documents of life coincides with how my personal life trajectory led me to
the texts in this collection—texts that contain elements of the broad historical
context of my own lifeworld and that thus reflect and shape the way I make
sense of them. The texts on my shelves become, to a large extent, installations
that are my creations—in the same way as the books in these installations are the
creations of the respective authors or scriptors who originally put pen to paper. I
do not engage with the actual content of these books. I simply aim to take note
of my collection’s content and to situate this content within the context of my
knowledge of my social reality and its historical roots. This exercise reveals how
deeply my social reality at the southern point of Africa is embedded in religious
beliefs and practices, imperialist and colonialist policies, racist perceptions,
cultures of domination and control, and values and norms that were incubated

and nurtured in Europe centuries ago.

Living as a sociologist in a highly segmented South Africa sensitizes me to the
ever-present danger of ethnocentrism—a major reason why people are divided
and polarized. In a deeply divided society, conceptions of superiority and
inferiority are based on and shaped by race, social status, religion, and language.
I was born a member of a specific race that regarded itself as more powerful
than any other and that, for a large part of my life, exercised domination and
control over other races. I was born into a mother tongue whose speakers
wielded political power in an unequal social system where full participation was
bestowed only on members of the White race. The church I was brought up and
confirmed in is a church that openly declared its support for the unjust political
domination by the racial and cultural minority into which I was born. Race,

language, and religion clearly determined large parts of my life.

An autobiographical attempt to reconstruct some of the main parameters
for understanding who I am and where I came from carries an important
proviso—it is an intrinsically subjective exercise. Nonetheless, the books in my
collection do not reflect only the roots of deeply personal experiences. They
are artifacts of a shared history, a shared society. They are also testimony to
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our common humanity: the fear and fallibility that walks hand in hand with
our remarkable ability to construct and to unwrap. Although the world in
which we live continues to divide us in terms of different racial classifications,
we are intrinsically the same—we are all of the human race. There is also no
intrinsic difference between the speakers of different languages. Just as there
is no intrinsic difference between and within the many different religions and
other cosmologies. We are all human. And as a human being I am endowed with
the abilities to reflect critically, to encounter dialectically, and to strive towards
understanding through inquisitive praxis. These all guide my epistemological
journey towards unwrapping and breaking open the often neglected, subliminal

meaning of my everyday lifeworld.
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Asta Rau

Emotions and Belonging’

Constructing Individual Experience and Organizational
Functioning in the Context of an Orphans and Vulnerable
Children (OVC) Program

ABSTRACT | The analytical approach of this chapter is inspired by C. Wright
Mills’s (1959) notion of ‘the sociological imagination’ Individual experience is viewed
through the lens of the wider social context, particularly that of the organization. The
socio-organizational context is then viewed through the lens of individual experience.
The aim of this bi-directional gaze is to explore the relationship between individual
experience and wider society. And in doing so, to identify and reveal the shared motifs—
the significant, recurrent themes and patterns—that link and construct personal
experience and social world.

The aims, findings, and research processes of the original study are rooted in the
instrumental epistemology of program evaluation. Specifically, a mixed-method
implementation-evaluation of a local non-governmental organization's Orphans and
Vulnerable Children program. The aim of this chapter is to take the analyses and findings
of that evaluation beyond its epistemic roots. Qualitative data were disentangled from
the confines of thematic analysis and freed into their original narrative form. This
allowed for a deeply reflexive ‘second reading, which brings whole narratives into a
dialogue with original findings, contextual factors, and sociological discourse.

Key conceptual anchors are located in Vanessa May’s ideas on the self and belonging,
and in Margaret Wetherell's writings on affect and emotion. These are important
aspects of working with children, particularly orphans and vulnerable children in South
Africa, where many fall through the cracks of government’s social services. A second,
deeper, qualitative reading of the narratives of children, their parents/caregivers, and
the organization’s staff, explores three key pathways of individual and group experience
that are inextricably linked to emotions and belonging, and which co-construct the
social functioning of the organization itself.

1 This chapter was originally published in Qualitative Sociology Review XIV (4), 2018.
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South African Children and Their Familial Caregivers

South Africa is unique in the regional and global contexts regarding the extent
to which biological parents are absent from children’s daily lives (Jamieson,
Berry, and Lake 2017:101). As is the case with most social inequalities in the
country, this circumstance is highly racialized (Stats SA 2017). Of the estimated
18.6 million children® in the country, Black-African children are by far in
the majority,® and less than one quarter of them live with a biological parent
(Wilcox and DeRose 2017:26). Instead, most stay with family, friends, and even
neighbors—a way of life that is largely accepted and which originates in factors
such as labor migration, poverty, the (un)availability of housing, and educational
opportunities. “Many children experience a sequence of different caregivers,
are raised without fathers, or live in different households from their biological
siblings. Parental absence does not necessarily mean parental abandonment.
Many parents continue to support and see their children regularly even if they
have to live elsewhere” (Jamieson et al. 2017:101). For some children there is no
prospect of being reunited with their parents: 17% of South Africa’s children are
orphaned (Stats SA 2017), most often due to HIV/AIDS.

Orphanhood, or living in a household without at least one biological parent,
are conditions that may, but do not necessarily lead to child vulnerability—which
is a much more complex, intersectional issue. Poverty and unemployment are
key contributors to vulnerability. Locally, in the Free State, approximately one
third of all children live in households without an employed adult (Jamieson
et al. 2017:107). And 14.5% live in households where there is reported child
hunger (Stats SA 2017). Income poverty constrains children’s access to basic
human rights such as healthcare and education; it also compels children and
their caregivers to live in physical environments that are unsafe (Jamieson et al.
2017:105). On the issue of personal safety, South Africa has alarming levels of
violence against children, including sexual abuse (Burton et al. 2016). These are
some of the main factors implied in the definition of a vulnerable child as, “a
child whose survival, care, protection, or development may be compromised due
to a particular condition, situation, or circumstance that prevents fulfillment of
his or her rights” (DSD 2005:5).

2 Children are defined as those under the age of 18.
3 Approx. 75% of all children in South Africa are non-White (Stats SA 2017).
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The Organization as Caregiver

Many vulnerable children fall through the cracks of government-based
programming, social services, and social welfare. As in other areas of
South African life, civil society—particularly in the form of non-profit, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs)—steps in to bridge the gaps. A longitudinal
evaluation of South African community-based organizational support found
that community-based NGOs have a positive effect on vulnerable children,
particularly HIV-affected children, by improving their behaviors, their mental
health, and reducing their exposure to violence and abuse (Sherr et al. 2016).

One such community-based organization is the local Free State Province NGO
featured in this paper. It reaches approximately 650 orphans and vulnerable
children (OVC) via a program with four main components: OVC support groups;
home visits; child rights and protection interventions; and household economic

strengthening activities.

The organization has nine childcare workers operating at ground level. Each
childcare worker is assigned to one of nine geographical clusters/areas, usually
the cluster closest to her home. I use “her” deliberately: the childcare workers

are women.* Top and middle managers are also all women.

Theoretical Lenses

Ontologically this “second reading” of data and initial findings is rooted in
phenomenology. Participants’ direct experiences of the world—of phenomena
and events, even those in the less concrete realm of perceptions and emotions—are
taken as “real” and are understood as having real consequences for participants
in relation to self, other, and lifeworld. Importantly, perhaps unusually, my
second reading regards “the organization” as a /iving entity made by people, for
people, with an identity, and capable of experiencing, as well as interpreting and
adapting via interactions with people and the wider social domain (Senge et al.
1994; Wheatley 1999). Regarding epistemology, phenomenology focuses on the
relevance of understanding and interpretation in everyday life (Phillips 1990).

4 At the time of the research the OVC program had only one man at ground level; he was
not available for data collection and left the organization soon after.

The Organization as Caregiver 35



This second reading also draws on critical-constructivist ontology: on the view
that (social) reality is constructed via language, and manifested in rules and norms.
Epistemologically the focus is on understanding how the social construction of
society links to the construction of the self (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Rau,
Elliker, and Coetzee 2018). This involves excavating and exposing commonly
held assumptions concealing the dynamics and structures of power in written,
spoken, and visual texts (Foucault 1988). Researchers' reflexion is key to this
process, not only because we wield a lot of power over our research and must
be mindful of the assumptions we bring to it, but less obviously, because the
thinking processes and pathways of reflexion itself are socially constructed and
therefore not value free. As Foucault (1988:38) asks: “How is the reflexivity of
the subject and the discourse of truth linked?”

Belonging and emotion were submerged in the original evaluation in as far as
their influence on program implementation and the organization itself was not
measured, nor closely scrutinized. At the level of substantive theory, insights
on belonging and emotion from the work of two academics help to shape my
second reading.

Briefly, this chapter draws on Vanessa May’s (2011) notion of belonging as
related to identity and reflected in the sociology of the everyday. Everyday life
is characterized by intersubjectivity and involves, for instance, roles, status, and
attachments to institutions, groups, cultures.

Margaret Wetherell’s (2012) writings provide conceptual anchors for analyzing
affect and emotion. Schools of thought in the sociology of emotion include
evolutionary, symbolic interactionist, psychoanalytic, psychobiological,
interaction ritual, stratification, and exchange theories (Turner 2009). Wetherell
deftly sidesteps their many jostling, and often rigid, classifications to offer a
pragmatic, holistic “way in” to studying emotion. She starts by defining it as
a “relational pattern involving interaction, intersubjectivity, and ‘ongoingness’
which are embedded in situated practice” (Wetherell 2012:3). She elaborates:

Practice draws attention to both a transpersonal “ready-made” we confront
and slip into, as well as to active and creative figuring. Routines do in some
sense “land on” people and “subject” them. And “forms of encounter” or social
relationships arrive with the affective slots for actors already sketched...It is
an organic complex in which all the parts relationally constitute each other.
[Wetherell 2012:125]
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Wetherell’s (2012:4) formulation encompasses pattern and order, form and
function, process and consequence. It posits that affect and emotion can be
understood as embodied meaning-making. It is hospitable to complexities and
allows for analyses that are not “boxed in” by rigid theoretical borders but open
to the exercise of sociological imagination.

Analytical Processes

The analytical approach of this chapter derives from C. Wright Mills’s (1959)
injunction to exercise “sociological imagination.” Analyses seek out significant
motifs—shared recurrent themes and patterns—that link individual experience to
the wider social context, particularly the organization as social context. The aim
is to reveal how the individual and the social context interact, and to explore if

and how they co-construct one another.

Importantly, the analyses in this chapter go beyond those of the original
research project, which generated the primary data and initial findings. The
aim of the original research, its analyses, and findings served a very pragmatic
goal—to evaluate the implementation of an OVC program and to generate
recommendations for improving it. The aim of t4is chapter is distinctly different:
to extend and deepen the original analyses by bringing them into a dialogue
with sociology as discipline and discourse. As such, the insights presented
here percolated slowly through layers of critical reflexion on the research as a
whole—on its primary data, on findings, and field notes, on clues in the data
and signals in the context. The second reading also derives from my personal
experience and professional re-appraisal of the entire project and its processes.
New interpretations emerge from my shift in gaze from pragmatic evaluator
to reflexive sociologist. And this calls attention to the mutually transformative
relationship between researchers, their subject matter, and their participants
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).

Of note for a book featuring narrative methodology: qualitative data were
originally analyzed thematically. I reversed this approach in the analyses for
this chapter, returning to the whole narratives, to the full stories as participants
told them. Thematic analysis can have the effect of dislocating data from their
immediate textual context, from their position in the natural flow from one

statement to another, from one paragraph to the next—from the often untidy
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sequencing and intrusions of thought and speech to the neat categories of themes.
There is a severance of meaning, or at least a disturbance of it, that can happen
with thematic analysis. Narrative analysis allowed me to hear the voices again,
to pay attention to the cadences, the sequences and timings, the slow hesitations
and quick exclamations. Therein lay many clues to help re-member the texts and

discover new meanings and connections.

Research Design

Primary data were gathered via a realist, mixed-method, assessment-oriented
implementation evaluation (Pawson and Tilley 1997; Chen 2005) of a local
OVC program (Rau et al. 2014).

Ethics: Formal ethical clearance was obtained from the ethics committee of
the University of the Free State’s Faculty of Education (Clearance no.: UFS-
EDU-2013-043, dd. July 30, 2013). Researchers were very mindful of the comfort
and rights of participants and great care was taken to do no harm. To this end
a project psychologist was appointed to facilitate group-work with the children,
childcare workers, and the children’s parents/caregivers. She also supported the

research team members.

Participant sampling/selection and data collection: Data were gathered by teams of
two: one researcher and the psychologist. Throughout the process team members
recorded their reflections, insights, and questions. These texts were useful in
shaping and sharpening our focus during the evaluation; they also contributed

to the initial findings, and their secondary analyses for this chapter.

*  Children (OVC): Random sampling avoided risk of selection bias. The total
population of 608 OVC was stratified by sex, cluster, and age. Random
processes identified 32 OVC to approach, and a list of replacements should
any decline to participate. Children were reached in contact sessions lasting
three hours per day for three consecutive days—so we opted for a more
in-depth approach. Sessions were held in a mix of Sesotho-Tswana, the
children’s home languages. Methods were participatory and used drawings,
decoupage, writing, and storytelling.

»  OVC parents/caregivers: Caregivers of each of the randomly sampled 32 OVC
were invited to participate. They were reached in focus group discussions
that generally lasted 1 hour, were led by guidelines, audio-recorded, and also
conducted in Sesotho-Tswana.
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* NGO staff. All childcare workers (9) and all program managers/leaders
(3) participated in informal talks, meetings, focus groups, and one-on-one
audio-recorded interviews held in English.

Data processing: In preparation for analysis, audio-recordings, OVC writings, and
field notes were transcribed, translated if necessary, and names were replaced
with pseudonyms. The data were then exported to NVivo (qualitative data
management software).

Insights and Findings

This second reading traces cycles in the social construction of individual and
organizational experience and functioning in the context of serving in, and being
served by, a local OVC program. Clues to detecting the cycles lay in the emotive
content of participants’ narratives. And how intersubjectively constituted (Coetzee
and Rau 2009) dimensions of emotion interface with belonging—that sense of
connectedness between self, other, and society as manifested and experienced in
everyday life (May 2011).

Circulating Conflict—Interrupting Fear

Narratives of children indicate that they most often express caring via discourses
of “sisterhood” and “brotherhood.” One interchange between two boys during
a child-contact session illustrates this. Both were pushing boundaries during
the session—one through rebellious behavior and the other through non-
participatory behavior. Clearly these two were friends, but what characterized
their exchanges is that the boy with a “rebellious” attitude was overprotective
of his “self-isolating” friend and would come quite fiercely to his aid whenever
he felt that his friend was threatened or uncomfortable. It was like a brotherly
bond of protecting the weak: he shielded his friend from being laughed at, from
being mocked for his inability to express himself, or write, or even draw. But,
in a strange turn of loyalty, #e would then tease his friend—in essence, it was
not fine for others to tease his friend, but it is fine for him to do so. Our project
psychologist pointed out that the interchange was an interesting representation
of the children’s home and wider social environments—protecting and needing
protection—yet (unconsciously) taking advantage of these roles, and the
situation, to re-enact patterns of interaction that maintain a status quo. These
patterns, and their well-worn emotional slots, are what Wetherell and Potter
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(1988 as cited in Wetherell 2012:12) refer to as “interpretative repertoires...
threads of sense-making that work through familiar tropes, metaphors, and
formulations.” The repertoires of these two boys function to maintain identities
that are divergent and contradictory, yet each is indispensable to the existence
of the other, like poles of a magnet (strong one-weak one; bully-bullied; feeling
brave-feeling fearful). Importantly, these repertoires (Wetherell and Potter 1988
as cited in Wetherell 2012:12) work to maintain configurations of power, and to
maintain roles of belonging (May 2011) that both boys tacitly accept and which,
therefore, become repeated and reinforced.

What is intriguing in this interchange is the synchronous co-presence of two
very different expressions of power: defending and violating. And this is not
an isolated occurrence, the interaction pattern circulates more widely amongst
children in the program. In a poignant narrative, delivered like a little soldier
standing bolt upright, with eyes fixed straight ahead, one girl, aged nine,
confessed her perplexity in the face of a significant moral dilemma:

I don’t like it when other people are fighting, I don’t like it when people are
being laugh at, when we tease one another and make fun of other children.
When they laugh and tease me and push me down on the ground, I told the
teacher here. Then she told them, “No” and why. But...but...me, I am also
teasing. I know it’s wrong, but it just comes. [ am heartbroken and I...I try to
make right. I want stop hurting. I am not a thug.

Her narrative suggests that teasing does not only present as a dilemma, it involves
complex and sometimes conflicting emotions, which in turn are situated in
conflicting practices (bullying and then trying to “make right” with her victim).
It is clear from other children’s narratives that these emotions and practices
reach well into schools and other wider community-level contexts. The space of

the organization’s support groups offers some succor, as another child observes:

I like [this place]. It protects us when it’s raining, it makes sure the thugs are
not beating us up.

Again, the word thug—it comes up repeatedly in the narratives. This is because
crime and its perpetrators are part of everyday life in the communities where
participants live and work. Crime and violence reach children in schools (Zuze
et al. 2016), on the streets, and in their homes. The child support and prevention

component of this organization’s OVC program is designed to mitigate the
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negative effects of different forms of violence on the children. Some advantages
of attending the after-school support-group sessions are that children are kept
off the streets, occupied, under the eye of childcare workers, and being taught
about child rights and life skills such as knowing their own worth, how to say

“No!,” and how to get help. Two children comment:

I learned that when you are abused at home, you should write a letter and put
it in the box there. If you cannot tell the lady who teaches at the support group,
you write a letter and put it in there, but if you can tell her, then you can call
her to the side and tell her.

There are a lot of things I learned from [this organization]—like one has to
have a bright future and not be attracted by gangsters. Because once you end
up being a gangster, your name will be ruined; then when you’re older and
want to find work, you’ll find difficulty because you have a lot of things that
have made you lose sense of yourself, making it hard for you to get a job.

Childcare workers do not only teach children, they actively come to their
assistance. One child attests:

If something has happened to anyone from us on the street, Sister [childcare
worker] will say they should tell what has happened so that she can go call the

police or go to the social workers.

Sometimes attacks on children on the street result from their belonging to the
organization’s OVC program. Their parents/caregivers also speak about being
stigmatized and discriminated against in their communities because they belong
to a program that others associate with being poor and HIV-infected. Program
staff do good and sensible work to interrupt this by making children aware
that bullying undermines a person’s sense of acceptance and belonging in their

support groups:

They have to be taught that bullying is wrong, bullying is the same as
discriminating, and they are discriminating one another. The children must be
taught right here [in this organization] that they have to learn how to treat one
another. Facilitators have to go and see how the children sit in each and every
group and ask: “How are they coping towards one another?”’

So, childcare workers do well to interrupt aggression among children in support
groups. Nonetheless, there is a gap in the organization’s understanding: program

staff do not connect bullying in the OVC program itself with societal-level
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violence. The program’s support group meetings are intended as a safe space
for the children, physically and emotionally. Bullying violates this. Like a seed
of aggression, bullying grows, and it matures into the myriad other forms of
fully-fledged violence that have reached alarming levels in South African society
(Burton et al. 2016). From the narrow context of the support group, to the wider
communities in which the children live and in which the organization operates,
this “ongoingness” (Wetherell 2012:3) of violence and aggression propagates
emotions of fear and deep anxiety. In turn, these emotions structure patterns of
interaction that have negative consequences for children (Carthy et al. 2010) and

for the adult societies that they will come to shape.

Circulating Belonging—Interrupting Neglect

Several children’s drawings, and the stories they told about their drawings,
pointed to crises of belonging, even when they are cared for by family or

extended family. Three children have the following to say:

Tam not seen in the house. There are their own children. It hurts one’s feelings.
I do not like my family because they treat me like a dog.

It hurts when there is family members who do not like or love you.

There are also differing degrees of personal neglect. The experience of one

childcare worker illustrates what she and her co-workers witness on home visits:

Sometimes you get into the house you will find that there is no table, there is
no TV, it’s just an open space. Even the blankets are not looking well. Even
the child when comes at the support group is wearing clothes that you will feel
sad when you look them. Some their shoes don’t sole, and the socks as well,
and the dress don’t have zip. So, you will see by those things. Not to say the
parent is careless, but is just that she is getting these things from people who

notice that the parent have needs.

The organization receives donations of food, clothing, and blankets and
distributes these from time to time. They prioritize those most in need. While
understandable, the strategy has a most unfortunate effect: some children and
their parents/caregivers feel unnoticed, as if they do not belong. This reinforces

and re-circulates feelings of need and neglect. One parent says:
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If people get food parcels from [the organization,] it would be only those who

are poor-poor. It can’t be like that—other children get hurt.

Emotions tied up with giving and receiving are complex and charity can have
unexpected negative outcomes, especially when there is not enough to go
round. I recall a refrain repeating itself in my mind whenever I returned from
the contact sessions: Running on empty, Running on empty. 1 remember feeling
hollow. I understood exactly why childcare workers try to compensate for gaps
that simply cannot be filled by available resources. Many overcompensate, for
instance, with their energy and time: children and parents’ needs or calls for help
do not always coincide with working hours. One childcare worker speaks for

many when she says:
You will find that you don’t get rest. Even on the weekend you have to work.

The lack of boundaries between work-time and personal-time has serious
repercussions for childcare workers; they become physically and emotionally
burned out. And they cannot access psychological care. The organization cannot
afford to pay for counseling, and the welfare system cannot supply it either
because it is already overburdened—the ratio of social workers in direct formal
welfare service to the general population in the Free State Province is estimated
at 1 to 9,000 (Hall, Meintjes, and Sambu 2015). Two childcare workers have the

following to say:

After some time, you know, maybe if we had two to three cases that are very
painful, you will find yourself depressed and then when we come on Monday’s
meetings, we talk about issues... We comfort each other as staff.

In a statement broadly representative of childcare workers’ attitudes and actions,
the following shows how socially and emotionally constructed injunctions to duty

and compassion override her longer-term mental health needs:

It makes me sad because you would be so heartbroken and see that you
are damaging your mind emotionally and feeling like leaving the job. But,
tomorrow, when you get to the support group and see the children, you feel
you want to help them.

Itis quite common to have a “stampede” on resources in severely under-resourced

settings. This is precisely what happens to childcare workers in relation to their
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practical and emotional resources. They are not considered to be officially “at
work” if they respond to calls for help after hours and on weekends. But, they are
emotionally “hooked in” and more often than not, they do respond. In doing so,
they find themselves using their own money for transport. Sometimes children
simply arrive on their doorstep, and they cannot turn them away. As clearly
demonstrated in the narratives of the children and their drawings of hearts
containing the name of the organization, childcare workers are exceptionally
kind and caring. But, they sometimes feel overwhelmed, and inevitably, cracks
appear in their practical and emotional capacity to “contain” themselves and
the people they serve. This can lead to resentment and frustration, as a statement

from one childcare worker suggests:

There are those that are lazy; the ones who like to fight—they want everything

while just sitting and doing nothing.

In the face of so much need, the organization itself also struggles to set
appropriate boundaries. Instead of limiting its focus to a few specific areas of
response, the organization develops “bleeding mandates” and tries to service
too many children and too many varying needs. So, cracks begin to appear at
the organizational level too. The OVC program was initiated specifically to
address issues of inequity in relation to the children and their households, but
what a second reading reveals is how these very same inequities manifest and
operate within the organization itself. In an ominous cycle, crises in belonging
and neglect experienced by the program’s children also circulate amongst OVC
program staff. Their stories point to experiences of “organizational neglect,”
particularly when they compare their conditions to staff who work in the
organization’s other programs. Uniforms are very important in the psyche of
South African community-level workers: uniforms mark them out as important,
as gainfully employed, and worthy of recognition and respect. Staff in the OVC
program do not have a uniform and they feel this lack deeply; they interpret it as

not being valued by the organization. One notes:

5 "Containment” is a psychological concept. It refers to one person (usually a therapist,
social worker, or "helper” of some kind) being able to receive, understand, and
appropriately process the emotional communication of another without being
overwhelmed.
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It’s ten years that [this program] has been working, but we don’t have
uniform—other sections inside here, and other NGOs, when you look at them,

you can see from where are they coming. People respect them.

They also have inferior working conditions compared to their counterparts in
the organization’s HIV testing program and HIV treatment literacy program.
Because their work is concentrated on the poorest of the poor, and those hit
hardest by the HIV epidemic, OVC staff also experience stigma-by-association,

which manifests as being regarded with suspicion by some community members.

Whatbecomes uncovered in the second reading, and its application of sociological
theory and sociological imagination, are “affective-discursive loops” between
the experiences and responses of the childcare workers and those of the children
and their parents/caregivers. Significantly, their shared “rhetoric and narratives
of unfairness, loss and infringement create and intensify the emotion[s]. Bile
rises and this then reinforces the rhetorical and narrative trajectory. It goes round
and round” (Wetherell 2012:7).

Circulating Power—Interrupting Dependency

Power operates via norms, values, and social rules, all of which are underpinned
by assumptions. Sometimes we are aware of the assumptions that underlie how
we see our world and shape how we live in it. Sometimes our assumptions are
like shadows, indistinct and dimly understood. This section explores some of
the assumptions underlying how the organization views itself and the children
it serves. The emphasis is on how assumptions work to shape relations of power
and to position the organization and its beneficiaries in relation to themselves,
to one another, and to the wider socio-economic world. The exploration begins
with parents/caregivers at the household level, then moves to the children, the
childcare workers, and finally to relations of power between the organization and
key factors in the funding environment. In keeping with C. Wright Mills’s (1959)
“sociological imagination,” the analysis tracks links in the social construction of
reality from the level of the individuals, through the level of the organization,

and into the wider societal level.

At the household level the program delivers training and support to OVC
parents/caregivers to establish and run voluntary savings groups, and household

economic strengthening activities such as home gardens and bread making
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businesses. During 2012, 59 voluntary savings groups with over 550 members
had been established, and between them they amassed R1,146,974 in that
year, which is a significant sum by South African standards, especially in poor
communities. Householders are supported with very practical skills-training in
establishing governance structures to manage members and their contributions,
in banking know-how, and keeping good records. So exceptional work is done
by the organization to extend the self-sufficiency of OVC households and
caregivers, and this is achieved in ways that foster interdependency rather than
dependency; this balances relations of power between the householders and the
organization. Ultimately, this benefits the organization, which has good hard
evidence showing the success of its efforts. And without a doubt the householders

are empowered. One speaks for many when she attests:

VSL [Voluntary Savings Groups]—they work very well. We share in
December, everybody save what they afford, we do it for ourselves and we
were trained before we start our society... Whenever we have a problem, we
call one of them [OVC program staff] to please come and then they explain to

us...We are satisfied about it.

Regarding the children themselves, as the previous section clearly shows, some
are seriously disempowered by their life circumstances. In a touching testimony

to his sense of agency and self-in-the-world, one boy concludes:
I don’t know how to talk.

An effect of daily conditioning—of witnessing children, households, and
communities locked into hardship—is that childcare workers in the OVC program
develop a prevalent view of the orphans and vulnerable children as being needy,
passive, and lacking real power. As discussed earlier, childcare workers get so
emotionally hooked into this view that they help to the extent of overtaxing
their own physical and emotional capacities. It is not only childcare workers in
constant contact with the children who develop a predominant view of them
as being needy and powerless. This view of orphans and vulnerable children
circulates so widely throughout the world that it has become a stereotype—a
taken-for-granted construct that is so entrenched in collective understanding that
we rarely question the assumptions on which it is based. An effect of this for the

organization and its OVC program is that childcare workers and managers can
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miss (at worst) or underestimate (at best) the very real strengths and capabilities
of the children.

When asked about what they liked and disliked about support group meetings,
some of the older children in the program mentioned being bored with repetitive
activities and topics. Some alternatives they suggested are quite creative and
could be viable for the children, as well as the organization. For instance, they
felt that they could be more involved in fundraising activities and that some
support group meetings could be used to brainstorm ideas, learn how to select
the best ideas based on their viability, and then learn how to plan and implement
them. Even small and simple ideas could provide a platform for the children to
improve their self-efficacy and resilience, both of which are key to surviving and
thriving in the context of their difficult life circumstances. From the narratives of
a group of older children it is clear that they already mobilize group participation

to find solutions to problems. One older child states:

A thing I love is that when we are here, we can all sit down and share ideas
with each other, and even if the idea you present is not so satisfactory, it can
be discussed in the group. And you can be free to express your feelings—it’s
not where you keep your feelings bottled up. When it’s time to go home, you
feel that you are satisfied. Even if you have a problem and you feel you can’t

tell your parents, it’s possible to sit down and find a solution in the group.

The organization delivers a range of interventions to children, including
psycho-social interventions that teach them about self-worth, assertiveness,
and the importance of giving and deserving respect. But, how they apply their
learning is not easy to monitor. The organization could take one small leap to
incorporate activities that allow self-sufficiency to be practically experimented
with. Engaging children in designing and running their own programs transfers
power into their hands and opens the door to them becoming more pro-active in
solving everyday problems and dilemmas (Feinstein and O’Kane 2005; Save The
Children 2005). As Wetherell (2012:125) points out: “Practice draws attention to
both a transpersonal ‘ready-made’ we confront and slip into, as well as to active
and creative figuring.” A greater sense of personal power is a hospitable space
for “active and creative figuring” (Wetherell 2012:125) to occur. It opens up new
positions to adopt, new energies to try out, and new feelings to emerge. From

the local level to wider communal and societal contexts, shifts such as these
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can interrupt dominant discourses and stereotypes of orphans and vulnerable

children as being passive, helpless, and sad.

At another level of experience, and power, the narratives of some of the
organization’s childcare workers point to a demoralizing instrumentality in the
workplace, and emotions that arise out of this. Rather than feeling like creative
human resources, they feel undervalued and resentful because within the OVC
program they are implementers only. They have little say in mid- and higher-level
planning such as target-setting, in practical aspects of organizational functioning,
or in OVC program design. Their practical and emotive “felt” reality arises out
of cycles of cause and effect. As discussed earlier, childcare workers do not set
appropriate boundaries between their personal-private lives and their communal-
work lives. This repeats at the next level: the organization also cannot seem to
say no to any call for help. Instead of focusing steadfastly on demarcated areas
and quotients of response, the organization develops “bleeding mandates” and
tries to service too many of the various needs of the community it belongs to and
feels for. In doing so, physical and human resources are spread ever more thinly.
Three childcare workers explain:

We started with orphans and HIV-positive children. So, we started with small
groups. But, children are children, they tell each other—so we found ourselves
going from 30 children [each childcare worker] up and up to 60. And now,
even more. But, not all came because of needs: some children are just coming
because other children are coming though they don’t have major needs in their
households. So, we must look more at children’s needs.

If we add more children, then we should know that we are not going to do the
best job, there will be children that I’m going to visit only once in a year and
maybe some not even once in a year because I’'m not working with children
only, I work on gardens, groups of society, people of IGA [Income Generating
Activities], chickens, gardens, bread ovens.

It is difficult because the time that we get it’s not enough that is needed for all
the jobs and the monthly targets. Sometimes it feels impossible...Our work is
too much—we must work during weekends if we want our report to be good.
We have to push and pressurize ourselves.

As a result of mounting pressure, and in a troubling mirror image of conditions
in the communities it serves, the organization finds itself in a constant state of

crisis management. Meetings are not regularly attended by top-level managers,
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who are hard pressed to meet donor demands, report writing, and relentless
rounds of fundraising. Childcare workers also have very heavy workloads. In all
this rush, little space is left for real engagement with challenges, for important
strategic work, or for formulating new approaches to programing—in effect, the

inputs, and the very voices of program staff are silenced.

Open communication between people at all levels within an organization
facilitates feedback and the exchange of ideas. This allows for new voices to be
heard and for leaders and managers to take up ideas that have their genesis in
the needs and experiences of co-workers as they engage on a daily basis with
the realities of the workplace. This empowers all concerned to create their
organizational realities (Wheatley 1999:37). It challenges outmoded structures
and stimulates the innovation so vital to survive and to thrive. As Wheatley
(1999:67) comments: “an organization rich with many interpretations develops
a wiser sense of what is going on and what needs to be done. Such organizations
become more intelligent.” They also become much more resilient in the face of

wider social pressures such as donor funding.

No analysis of NGOs serving vulnerable children, and households made
vulnerable by HIV/AIDS, can ignore the influence of funding on organizational
survival and success. Accordingly, in this final segment of my second reading,
I view organizational belonging and identity through a much wider socio-

economic lens: its funding environment.

In the first large scale inflows of international HIV/AIDS funding, beginning
around 2000, it was a fairly straightforward business for civil society organizations
to access donor and bilateral funding directly (Kelly and Birdsall 2010). Then, in
2005, “The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness...called for greater national
ownership and control over development assistance and better harmonization
of donor activity at country level” (Birdsall and Kelly 2007:1). This meant
that the bulk of HIV funding would be channeled to recipients via large scale
international and national NGOs and national government sub-granting
mechanisms. In the process, funding flows became less easy to navigate and
did not reach many small local organizations trying to serve their communities
(Birdsall and Kelly 2007:2). Birdsall and Kelly’s fascinating research on the
dynamics of civil society and AIDS funding in Southern Africa showed how
these changes in funding flows altered the face and functioning of civil society
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organizations over time. Their research traced three phases of change: from
Pioneers to Partners to Providers. Small local organizations developed organic,
often innovative, responses to on-the-ground needs (they were Pioneers).
Following the Paris Declaration, they partnered with national level NGOs and
government departments to harmonize responses and access funding (they
became Partners). In time, their independence and their responses, which were
deeply rooted in local needs, gave way to a commercial model wherein they were
contracted to roll out standardized programs which they did not devise (they
became Providers).

On reflection, I came to realize that this is exactly what happened to the
organization and its OVC program. What resulted is an organization that moulds
its agenda to fit the priorities of funders. The organization staff told of many
instances where interventions based in on-the-ground needs had to give way
to interventions that better suited national and global agendas. Local funding
via corporate responsibility programs were also not sustainable in the longer
term. Of note is that not one of the organization’s funders support the costs
of key managerial and planning processes such as formal evaluation, and key
personnel needs such as counseling for childcare workers. Ultimately, this small
organization has little room to move and little space to formulate a unique, solid,

and enduring sense of organizational identity. As Wheatley (1999:39) observes:

There is an essential role for organizational intent and identity. Without a clear
sense of who they are, and what they are trying to accomplish, organizations
[and people] get tossed and turned by shifts in the environment. No person or
organization can be an effective co-creator with [this] environment without
clarity about who [they] are intending to become.

An effect reaching from the individual through to the organizational level pivots
on intersubjectively constituted understandings of the self as “subject,” not
agent. The narratives of organizational managers and coordinators speak of
their sense of powerlessness in the face of systems that they cannot change. This
plays out at all levels in emotions of panic, anger, and frustration. Wetherell
(2012:12) observes:

The interrelated patterning of affective practice can be held inter-subjectively
across a few or many participants. It can thread across a scene, a site or an
institution and is spatialized, too, in complex ways. Intriguingly, an affective
practice can be “held” in a particular place. Further solidification comes into
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view when we consider the affective practices of entire social categories and

historical periods.

The experience of belonging (or not-belonging) arises out of dominant discourses
with their underlying assumptions, their overt and covert rules and norms, and
attendant affective practices. Individuals have power and can exercise it in many
ways. By “individuals” I also mean “the organization”—which in this second
reading is regarded as a living entity made by people, for people, with an identity,
and capable of experiencing, as well as interpreting and adapting via interactions
with people and the wider social domain (Senge et al. 1994; Wheatley 1999).
But, as the data and my second reading show, individuals and the small non-
governmental organization that they constitute are more often the recipients or
“subjects” of power than “vehicles of power” (Foucault 1988:98) in so far as
they are contained in, and constrained by, the whole and intricate architecture
of our global-local, or, as it is called nowadays, our glocal world.

In Conclusion

Social cycles are complex and spherical. They also intersect. I started by
“pulling on threads” (Wetherell 2012:12) in a second reading of individual and
organizational narratives. The aim was to see how experiences of belonging,
and their accompanying emotions, influence and perhaps even co-construct
individual and organizational realities. I found structural knots of top-down
and bottom-up power, and looser, more circular relational strings of power, all
working together in the construction of individual and organizational identity
and functioning.
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Between Enslavement and Liberation’

Narratives of Belonging from Two Farm Workers

ABSTRACT | More than two decades after the genesis of South Africa’s
aspirational democracy in 1994, deep-seated forms of inequality still exist. These are
explored in the narratives of two farm workers who tell of events and experiences in
their everyday lives. In probing the everyday, we turn the spotlight on phenomena,
events, and experiences that are simultaneously familiar yet perplexing, taken-for-
granted yet questionable, tangible yet elusive. As a backdrop to the sociology of the
everyday, key ideas from three social theorists—Randall Collins, Jeffrey Alexander, and
Vanessa May— guide our interpretation of excerpts from the farm workers’ narratives.
We distilled a few dimensions related to belonging—identity, place and space, religion,
experience of suppression, and existential suffering—and present the narratives of the
two participants. These two farm workers’ stories are also juxtaposed with reflections on
the socio-political, economic, and emotional contexts of slavery and serfdom.

The Everyday as a Window on Social Reality

Inthe surge of transformation following the iconic leadership of Nelson Mandela,
South Africans reached eagerly for the freedoms of a long-awaited democracy.
But, many were left behind, trapped in old, solidified structures of inequality.
This phenomenon is uncovered in the narratives of two farm workers who have
never moved from the farms where they were born and where they spent their
lives in one rural district in the Eastern Cape Province. We turn our gaze towards
the small-scale issues of the everyday and use as a point of departure: “the level
of the everyday life of people amongst other people, together with them, side by
side with them, in cooperation, competition, conflict, or struggle with them, in
love or hatred, but never alone, in isolation” (Sztompka 2008:24).

1 This chapter was originally published in Qualitative Sociology Review XlII(1), 2017.
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The everyday is a sphere of natural, spontaneous experience. It is best interpreted
in terms of continual creations where reality is constituted by individuals who
actively contribute to the establishment of their social structures. We propose that
the everyday is one of the best starting points for understanding the relationship
between self and society—between individual experience and broader social
reality. By focusing on the close, personal, familiar of the everyday, we aim to
unwrap the structure and effect of society in its larger formations.

We also aim to access deeper nuances of the experience of belonging
by focusing on personal reflections of individuals on their everyday
experience. Following Yuval-Davis (2006), we draw a distinction between
belonging as a discursive resource that is, on the one hand, closely related to
identity, claims of social inclusion, and a political experience—and on the

other hand, place-belongingness.

Three Theories for Engaging with the Everyday

Key ideas of three social theorists—Randall Collins, Jeffrey Alexander, and
Vanessa May—guide our interpretive sociology of the everyday. Each of them
offers distinct ways of thinking about and analyzing the everyday experience of

ordinary people living ordinary lives.

Randall Collins and Microsociology

Randall Collins (2004) refers to his work as radical microsociology. A prominent
aspect of radical microsociology is that it takes cognizance of and departs from
the only directly observable reality in the constitution of social reality, namely,
the individual. For Collins, any macro-phenomenon such as society only exists
in as far as it emerges from a composite series of micro-experiences. The basic
micro-unit of analysis is the encounter, which is a shared conversational reality
revolving around negotiation and exchange of resources. Collins proposes the
concept of ritual interaction chains to capture how empirical reality is shaped
through and embodies an endless chain of personal experiences, forms of
interaction, bargaining, agreement, or/and resistance. From this standpoint the

individual experience of reality is a pivotal point for analyzing the social.
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Jeffrey Alexander and the Construction of Cultural Trauma

In his book, Trauma: A Social Theory (2012), Jeffrey Alexander investigates social
suffering by addressing exploitation, violence, war, massacres, and ethnic and
racial strife. What makes his approach different is that, whilst remaining sensitive
to the materiality and pragmatics of social suffering, he rejects materialist
and pragmatic approaches for one that is situated in a cultural sociology. He
connects personal-symbolic-emotional representations—such as belonging—to
collective processes that center on meaning-making. Alexander acknowledges
that individual suffering, rejection, othering, and marginalization are of great
human, moral, and intellectual importance and that the cultural construction of
a collective trauma, such as the experience of apartheid, is fuelled by individual
experiences. His focus is, however, on the threat of suffering on the collective
identity rather than on the individual identity. Traumas become collective if and
when they are conceived as wounds to the social identity. The important question
is not Who did this to me?, but What group did this to us? The construction of
shared cultural trauma does not happen automatically, it depends on collective
processes of cultural interpretation. One of these processes (apart from rituals,

commemorations, and meetings) is storytelling.

Vanessa May and the Sociology of Personal Life

Vanessa May, in her edited volume Sociology of Personal Life (2011a), emphasizes
the relationship between the self (the fluid personal sphere of the present,
including factors such as family life and home, going to work, taking part
in financial transactions, engaging in friendships, and experiencing power)
and society (the more fixed social structures of the past). Our sense of self is
relational because we construct it in relationship with others and in relation to
others. Thus, the self and society are mutually constitutive. May (2011b:368) sees
belonging as crucial aspect of being a person and defines it as “a sense of ease
with oneself and one’s surroundings.” Belonging implies that one has created a
sense of identification with one’s social, relational, and material surroundings
(Miller 2003).

On the epistemological level these three ways of looking at the everyday contribute
three discernible elements to our analysis. Randall Collins contributes the notion
of ritual interaction chains, which are formed through personal experience and

embedded in negotiation, exchange of resources, and shared conversational
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reality. Jeffrey Alexander links personal-symbolic-emotional representations,
such as belonging, to collective processes of meaning-making. He focuses on
how suffering and trauma impact on collective identity rather than individual
identity. Like Collins and Alexander, Vanessa May also recognizes the mutually
constitutive relationship between self and society. May’s particular focus is on
the fluid personal sphere of the present in relationship to the more fixed social
structures of the past. She sees belonging as a sense of ease between a person
and his or her world.

The South African Social Structure: The Context for the
Two Lifestories

Our proposal that the meaning, nature, and impact of the everyday are
revealed through individual experience of and reflection on belonging leads
us to participants—Abraham Wessels and Henry Jooste.? To interpret their
narratives, we need to contextualize them in a brief overview of South African
social structure.

The two research participants come from the complex reality of post-democratic
South Africa. It is two decades since South Africa transformed itself from an
internationally labeled arch-pariah to a political “miracle” (Waldmeir 1997) of
the late 20th century. This was, of course, the transformation from the universally
condemned apartheid state to the triumphant victory of democracy; from brutal
oppression and grave injustices to worldwide optimism about the prospect of a
“new humanity” (see: Cornell and Panfilio 2010).

But, the euphoria surrounding the transformative revolution and the elimination
of inequality gradually gave way to the realization that the gap between rich and
poor in South Africa is widening. A report published by the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development’s Directorate for Employment, Labour
and Social Affairs (Leibbrandt et al. 2010) says that income inequality in South
Africa gradually increased between 1993 (the year before the country’s widely
acclaimed dawn of democracy) and 2008.> Nowadays the income inequality

2 Pseudonyms.
3 The report uses national survey data from 1993, 2000, and 2008.
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levels in the country are among the highest in the world.* The correlation
between race and poverty remains strong and wealth remains distributed along
racial lines: Africans are poorer than Coloreds, who are poorer than Indians,
who are poorer than Whites (Leibbrandt et al. 2010).

The ANC came to power with a radical agenda and an overwhelming mandate
to redress historical inequities. But, shortly after coming into power, the new
ANC government was accused of opting for policy of little initial change with
the promise of cautious acceleration at some time in the future. This was partly
due to a cautious, lawyerly belief in reconciliation and partly due to a significant
chorus from an influential White press propagating the need to retain business
confidence. When workers claimed higher wages and threatened with strike
action, the fear was expressed—even by the then newly elected President Nelson
Mandela—that investors’ confidence would be damaged. Due to this caution
the pressing land issue was dealt with by a cumbersome system of tribunals.
And the budget failed to allocate enough to do justice to the ANC’s ambitious
Reconstruction and Development Program.

Following shortly after the brave, successful resistance to apartheid, there
appeared to be a fear that any error could lead to a path of collapse so often
found in the rest of Africa. Already in the first year of democracy this attitude
towards governance and restitution, action and caution, revolution and order
led to the use of the phrase “slave mentality” among critics of the ANC. In an
article in The Guardian, Jonathan Steele (1994:18) calls this “an inordinate desire
to be accepted and legitimized by showing the movement can conform to the
old establishment’s rules.” In essence, this view concurs with Frantz Fanon’s
argument in Black Skin, White Masks (1968) that White racism damaged the Black
person’s pride to such an extent that the victim’s only unquantifiable aspiration
was to be accepted by the White society. The phrase “slave mentality” provides
an important connection to the broad context within which the narratives of

belonging of Abraham Wessels and Henry Jooste are situated.

Many analysts agree that in contemporary South Africa the political victory
of the ending of apartheid corresponds to Black political empowerment.
The reality is, however, that although at the ballot box an African nationalist

organization (the ANC) was elected, the mass of Black South Africans remain

4 The RSA is regarded as currently having the highest pre-tax Gini coefficient in the world.
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disenfranchised in the broader sense of the word. Nigel Gibson (2011:114) calls
it “the inadequacies of political emancipation.” He connects this situation with
a quotation from Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1963):

Now it must be said that the masses show themselves totally incapable
of appreciating the long way they have come. The peasant who goes on
scratching out a living from the soil, and the unemployed man who never finds
employment do not manage, in spite of public holidays and flags, new and
brightly-coloured though they may be, to convince themselves that anything
has really changed in their lives. [p. 136]

Not only did Black political empowerment not spread to the masses in the
sense of an all-encompassing emancipation, it is also true that post-apartheid
South Africa failed to address economic inequality. Much of the talk about
structural change in the economy has been limited to espousing the merits of
Black Economic Empowerment (BEE). This was subsequently changed to
Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE) (Andreasson 2010:219)
when government recognized that only a small Black capitalist class benefitted
from BEE. Sadly this is also true for the newer BBBEE. The new economic
trend among many leaders of the erstwhile liberation movement was to buy into
national and multinational corporate capitalism. Because “the quality of life of
the poorer 50 percent deteriorated considerably in the post-apartheid period”
(Terreblanche 2003:28) this “co-option” led to them being seen as working

hand-in-glove with an exploitative capitalist force of domination.

Decades ago Frantz Fanon (1968:165) criticizes the nationalist project and
national liberation when he proclaims that “the single party is the modern form
of the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.” Although he said this a quarter of a
century before the ANC came into power, it is remarkably applicable to the
ANC. The dominance of a neoliberal paradigm shortly before the ANC came
into power and a gradual move away from the Freedom Charter were “ethical
shift[s] away from ideas of the social and public good” (Gibson 2011:77).

Forms of Enslavement and Institutionalized Oppression

Slavery is the most explicit form of unfreedom: a slave is the property of
another. In the 21st century, there is general condemnation of slavery and the
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Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has, since its
inception in 1956, been fighting to uphold and maintain the universal abolition
of slavery, the prevention of any new slave trade, as well as the recurrence of
any practices or embedded institutions that smack of or seem similar to slavery
(Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights n.d.). Though it is widely
assumed that in most Western countries there is very little left of the dark past
of institutionalized slave trade and labor, the modern world gets occasionally

reminded of its existence and practice.

Forced labor can also be regarded as enslavement. On December 16, 2013 the
United Kingdom Home Secretary, Theresa May, promised to get tougher on
the slave drivers responsible for forcing thousands into servitude in the UK. She
estimated the number of slaves to be more than 10,000 and proclaimed: “most
people think slavery finished years and years ago, but sadly so many people
in our country are slaves” (May 2013). The African continent, next to Asia
and the Pacific, is particularly tarnished by large numbers of slaves and forced
laborers. The organization Anti-Slavery (n.d.) defines forced labor as “any work
or services which people are forced to do against their will under the threat of
some form of punishment” and estimates that 3.7 million people in Africa are
subjected to slavery, forced labor, or debt bondage. The presence of forced labor
in the global economy implicates a huge proportion of the world’s population by

their purchases or consumption.

Another widely occurring practice, bordering on slavery, is debt bondage. Debt
bondage occurs when someone works for a lender to pay off a debt. The person
pledges his/her personal services (or those of someone under his/her control,
such as a child) as security for a debt, but these services are often not well-
defined or delineated. Debt bondage is similar to slavery because the debt is often
indefinite and permanent and sometimes even handed down as debt slavery to

following generations (cf. bonded labor [ Anti-Slavery n.d.]).

The line becomes finer in those cases where individuals are given to others,
without the right to refuse. Where a woman is given in marriage on payment
of a consideration in money or livestock or in kind to her parents (or other
guardians), similar dimensions of exchange are found to cases of debt bondage.

The effects of the indebtedness result sometimes even in the right to transfer a
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wife to another person or to exploit a child or a youth in as far as using this child
or youth as a source of labor (Woolman and Bishop 2007:596-597).

One of the commonly occurring forms of bondage in existence at the end
of the 20th and beginning of the 21st centuries is the condition of serfdom.
This specific (and often subtle) form of unfreedom is tightly woven into the
lifestories of Abraham Wessels and Henry Jooste and into their experience
of belonging. Serfdom refers back to feudal times when agricultural workers
were tied to working on a particular estate. Serfdom comes into being and
becomes institutionalized over an extended period of time. The resultant
condition, custom, or agreement emerges from processes of “intersubjective
sedimentation” (Berger and Luckmann 1967:85-86), a concept that captures the
gradual geographical processes of the layering of the earth’s crust. These gradual
processes occur via normative systems that are built up through communal
experiences and consciousness around work, life, dependency, responsibility,
and freedom. Through observations, words, and deeds—in other words, through
routine and repetitive everyday processes—serfdom takes on an objective reality.
Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s (1967:85-86) phrase “objectivated and
objectified sedimentations” are applicable to the process and to the embodiment
of serfdom.

An elementary definition of a slave reads: “a person who is the legal property
of another and is forced to obey them” (OUP 2002). Although a serf is not
the legal property of another, he/she finds him/herself bound by law, custom,
agreement, or lack of viable alternatives to live and labor on land belonging to the
other person. In the erstwhile apartheid dispensation, another factor contributed
to this immobility: apartheid legislation (particularly the Group Areas Act)
allocated the right to live in a particular geographical area to members of a
particular racial group and designed measures to control influx and arrest the
free movement of people. Even before this, in the early days of colonization,
the situation of living and laboring on someone else’s land has become a part
of the lifeworld of large numbers of South Africans—both master and servant.
The extended period during which social position, bargaining power, privileges,
and duties were objectified and sedimented lead to clearly crystallized social
patterns and sanctioned behaviors. The result is that both master and servant
became structurally bound by the practices associated with serfdom. The serf
may appear to be free to change her/his status, thus her/his labor seems to be

Forms of Enslavement and Institutionalized Oppression 61



performed voluntarily: it may even appear as if an acceptable exchange for the
labor was negotiated. But, the structural reality of serfs renders them powerless
because they occupy a social position that does not allow them to change their
conditions. The serf’s lived experiences are often severely constrained by the
social conventions that result from deeply ingrained social patterns, practices,
and accepted behaviors. But, the possibilities to break out of the bondage
and often abject conditions are limited by social structures in South Africa,
particularly those formed in the period after World War II.

Almost 60 years ago, in 1956, The United Nations Supplementary Convention
on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and the Institutions and Practices
Similar to Slavery proclaimed in Article 1: “The parties commit to abolish and
abandon debt bondage, serfdom, servile marriage and child servitude” (see:
http://treaties.un.org). South Africa has not formally ratified this convention,
but in Articles 232 and 233 of this country’s constitution it is stated that
South Africa’s process of constitutional interpretation will be informed by the
international community’s accepted guidelines:

Art. 232. Customary international law is law in the Republic unless it is

inconsistent with the Constitution or an act of Parliament.

Art. 233. When interpreting any legislation, every court must prefer any
reasonable interpretation of the legislation that is consistent with international
law over any alternative interpretation that is inconsistent with international
law. [Department of Justice and Constitutional Development 2009:139-140]

So emphatic is The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa about the principle
of freedom, integrity, and security of the individual that no sooner than setting
out the Founding Provisions of the state, its constitution, citizenship, relational
symbols, and languages it moves to the Bill of Rights. This section spells out the
equality of everyone before the law, human dignity, and that everyone has the
right to live. Article 13 clearly and unequivocally reads:

No one may be subjected to slavery, servitude or forced labour. [Department
of Justice and Constitutional Development 2009:8].

By allocating this issue such a prominent position high up on the list of a total
of 243 Articles (some with multiple sub-sections) that make up The Constitution

of the Republic of South Africa, the legislators clearly expressed their intention

62 Between Enslavement and Liberation


http://treaties.un.org

to consolidate and affirm the democratic values of human freedom, equality,
and dignity. There is no doubt about the condemnation of practices of slavery,
servitude, or forced labor, but there is less clarity on what the law can do to root

them out.

The Narrators

In a similar fashion as Charles van Onselen (1996) reflects on the apartheid era
in South Africa by looking at the lifestory of a single Black patriarch in his book
The Seed is Mine, this chapter aims to illustrate the experiences of two individuals
and show how they look back on a life of inclusion and exclusion, freedom and
oppression, exploitation and equality, power and powerlessness. The spotlight
is on Abraham Wessels and Henry Jooste, two participants who have much in
common. They are formally classified as “Colored”® and their home language
is Afrikaans. Both had very little formal schooling yet are well-respected in
their community. Both are very active members of their church; Abraham often
participates in sermons. Both men lost their wives a number of years prior to our
conversations. Significantly, from their childhood both men are still living on the
same farms where they grew up and gradually became drawn into the world of
work as farm laborers. At the time of the interviews Abraham Wessels was 68
years old, and Henry Jooste was 70. Compared to many other South Africans,
Abraham is not very poor. With the assistance of his employer—whose father
employed Abraham initially—he obtained a Reconstruction and Development
Program (RDP) house in the nearby town. These houses are given to historically
disadvantaged South Africans who qualify for them through a means-based test.
Abraham rents the house out and earns an additional income from that. He also
owns a small truck (in South Africa referred to as a bakkie). Henry, on the other
hand, does not own any fixed property and appears to be less financially secure.
Abraham and Henry live on neighboring farms in the Graaff Reinet district, a
rural area in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa.

Our lengthy discussions with Abraham and Henry were conducted respectively
during 2004/2005 (ten years after South Africa’s democracy) and 2014 (twenty
years thereafter). They were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Key

issues of interest for the researchers are: What light does Abraham and Henry’s

5 An official category for people of mixed race.
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stories shed on participation within their social lifeworld, on their perceptions
regarding their right to live in a world that is meaningful to them as individuals?
What do their narratives tell us about their aspirations, visions of transformation,
and their capacity to move in a direction that they define as desirable? What do
their stories tell us about belonging? Belonging is multidimensional (Antonsich
2010:664-669). Accordingly, the discussions with Abraham and Henry touched
on many elements associated with belonging. By telling us about their everyday
experiences, they revealed perceptions on and experiences of their status in
their community, their emotional attachments, and their affiliation with place,

groups, and culture.

Dimensions of Belonging

Several themes or dimensions of belonging were distilled from the series
of conversations with the two farm workers. To illustrate these, we selected
and present quotes that emerge repeatedly in the narratives and are thus
representative of—rather than an exception to—the lives that Abraham and

Henry live and narrate.

Identity

During our interview sessions we asked Abraham and Henry to tell us what
they would say if somebody asked them: Who is Abraham Wessels? or Who is
Henry Jooste? We expected that they would quite easily elaborate on themselves
as individuals—on their expectations, their existential positions, their personal
trajectories, and on what they regard as their personal qualities. But, neither of
them reveals much in terms of a personal, intimate assessment of themselves.
They also do not express sentiments or views on their personalities, nor any
deeply individual preferences and convictions. Although both are members of
South African society, they reveal very little that indicates a deep-seated sense of
belonging or identity at this wider relational level. In both cases, their responses
reveal a strong correlation between their views of themselves and their ability to

live in peace with other people.

Abraham Wessels

It is essential, in Abraham’s worldview, to be closely connected to others:
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I am...and my attitude towards every other human, Colored, and also Bantu,
and also White man...is to live in peace. One cannot live on one’s own, you
have to have a family.

For Abraham, intersubjective emotional bonds are formed through talking, and
this shared conversational reality (Collins 2004) builds and shapes the central

values of his world—Iloving relationships and an embodiment of peace:

Because I'll...even if we can’t, we have to make a family. When you talk,
you’ll be building yourself a family. Even if somebody comes here and I don’t
know him, we have to talk to each other to make a family. When you talk,
you are building for yourself a family. When you talk, there is life and there
is love.

As I say to you, Mister, [ feel like living in peace with everyone. It is all that I
feel to do. To remain like this. And there is no other way.

For Abraham, essentially a serf, his whole working life has been spent as a farm
worker on one farm; there has clearly not been room for much choice in the
more mundane sense of the word. Choices that are within his power have to do
with his attitude and the choices he makes in this regard create a space for the

peace he so desires:

It depends on how you organize your life. It is just, I always say so, you need
to let your love shine. Your humility must shine. Your patience must shine
like a light.

Love, humility, and patience—all injunctions of Christianity—are engaged by
Abraham to situate himself in relationship to his world. His belief that these
qualities will attract others to him and form a community around him illustrates
what May (2011a) means when she says that a sense of self is relational—it is
constructed in relationship with others and in relation to others. The bonds so
formed create community and thus also shape social structures in Abraham’s
everyday life:
I will tell you, Mister, it is just as I said: only humility and patience, and also

love. Because if I am like this, I draw others to me. And they will create a
community with me. Yes, I will draw him closer.

Abraham’s narrative points to a complex and intricate interweaving of his

choice of love, humility, and patience as right ways to be in the world—and his
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understanding that these qualities will guarantee almost endless reciprocity of
goodwill from his employer, to the extent that it will be extended to Abraham’s
children even after his death. His very assumption that his children will need
such reciprocity points to the repetitive, intergenerational aspects of serfdom.
Or, to follow Berger and Luckmann (1967:85-86), to the “intersubjective
sedimentation” of a social condition via normative systems built up over long
periods of time through shared experiences and consciousness around work,
life, dependency, responsibility, and freedom:

Now, when I’m no longer there, and my children would come [to his current
employer] to, say, ask for a piece of bread, then the master will say: “Yes, your
dad was patient, he was humble and he was somebody who always continued.

Come, let me give you a piece of bread.”

Many aspects of Abraham’s sense of belonging have to do with conforming
and the resultant “sense of ease with oneself and one’s surroundings” (May
2011b:368). His experience also reflects something of Alexander’s (2012) idea
that personal-symbolic-emotional representations, such as belonging, shape
relationships at the collective level. We argue that fitting in is key to survival in
communities of serfdom:

I mean, you don’t know where you fit and where you will be happy. Because
each group has its own politics. Now you need to try to fit in, in order to be

a happy man.

Particularly for Abraham, who wants to live in peace and be happy, interrupting
the status quo is not an option. The act of fitting in appears to be even more
important to him, perhaps, than the actualities of what he has to fit into. This
resonates with the idea of being enslaved, of having no real choice but to accept,
so that the greatest merit is to be had in accepting graciously. And the next link
in this ritual interaction chain (Collins 1981:985; Coetzee 2001:129) is to be
accepted in turn:

At each end, when [ arrive, then I will feel completely happy. There’s nothing
wrong. Then it feels as if...shall I say to remain in the stream. I need to stay
close to the stream. Now, to neglect or to turn off, will be to no avail. I need
to stay inside.
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Henry Jooste

In Henry’s narratives, one can also see the workings of ritual interaction
chains (Collins 2004), formed through personal experience and embedded in
negotiation, exchange of resources, and a shared conversational reality. Like
Abraham, Henry also speaks of the importance of extending love to others, but
this love is more focused on, and manifests in, material help. His good reputation
and position in his community pivots on helping as a material manifestation

of love:

Yes, you have to love the other person, Mister.

My character, yes, Mister. I have to love them and they have to talk well about
me because I have to help them and they have to help me also. Yes, you need
to help the other one. Yes, and one day when I’'m no longer there, they must
say: “The uncle who helped us so much is now gone.”

That is how [ want to be remembered: that I helped others.

There is much in Henry’s narratives to suggest that poverty overshadows his self-
image. His identity is grounded, literally, in a consciousness and experience of
immobility—the plight of the serf. He communicates a very poignant passivity,

almost helplessness, in the face of poverty:

Suffer, Mister, suffer... Pure suffering... That is how my life is.

Yes, Mister, because I have nothing. Even now, I am only here, where I had

always been.

Place and Space

A significant focus of our series of interviews was to establish Abraham and
Henry’s views on the respective places where they live. Do they experience a
sense of belonging to the space where they have lived their whole life? Do these

experiences play a role in how they define their identities?

Yuval-Davis (2006) draws a distinction between belonging as a discursive resource
that is, on the one hand, closely related to identity, claims of social inclusion,
and a political experience, and on the other hand—place-belongingness. In
the previous section, we explored the more discursive aspects of Abraham
and Henry’s identity formation and showed how they regard their personal
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qualities and ways of being in the world as leading to their social inclusion—
their belonging. The latter concept—place-belongingness—refers to a sentiment
of attachment to a particular physical place and of feeling at home there. In a
phenomenological sense, “home” is a symbolic space of familiarity, emotional
attachment, and security (hooks 2009:213). Abraham and Henry live in farm
cottages which are small yet decent and functional. They seem to have little
attachment to these places. And significantly, neither of them refers to the farm
where he has spent a lifetime—where he grew up and labored his entire working
life—as a place where he feels at home. If anything, both participants experience
and portray feelings of strangeness, of not really being part of the place and
space that they have occupied for so many years (Rumford 2013).

Abraham Wessels

A constant influence of Calvinistic dogma runs through Abraham’s narratives,
which is understandable given that he is very involved in his church. In the
series of interviews, he emphasizes earth as being his temporary home. In
effect, by assiduously deflecting any probes on his thoughts and feelings of
being at home in his cottage and on the farm, he creates an eloquent silence
around place-connectedness:

Mister, I will say just as the Word says: you don’t have a place on earth. Your
place is in heaven or it is under the earth. That is how they’ve always made
the saying. Your place is not on earth. Your place is under the earth or it is in
heaven. Now, as long as we are still here, it is our place. On earth. But still, we
need to be discharged from the earth. We need to depart. Yes, Mister, we will
not stay here forever. Then I have to go to the last little house [the grave]. The
last place where I have to go.

There is a sense of rootedness in Abraham’s narratives, but it remains in the
realm of relationships. People are his places and his sense of belonging resides
in them:

Now, as long as I can continue, Mister, I will continue. I feel now that I can
continue. Yes, I also feel happy. Still happy with myself and with the master,
and with the people around me. I simply continue.

Abraham has already spoken of the grave as a last home-on-earth. Even in this
regard his connection to the land has to do with people. His forbearers are buried
on the farm so his link to the land is ancestral:
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Mister, I always feel still happy. Where I am now, I still feel happy, otherwise
I will not be able to. Because as the life is, we need to be happy where we
are. And have to go with the flow. Here we grew up. Here they also died. My
father and mother. And buried. Now I simply stay here.

Even though Abraham owns an RDP house in the township, he never speaks
of it as a home: it is merely a resource for extra income. The idea of place-
connectedness being related to ownership of land or property does not arise in

his narratives: it is as if a lifetime of serfdom precludes this.

Henry Jooste

A means-test would no doubt qualify Henry for an RDP house, but he has never
acquired one. As discussed in the earlier section on The South African Social
Structure, the government’s provision of housing for previously disadvantaged
population groups has failed to reach a substantial proportion of the people
who need homes. Unlike Abraham, Henry’s words suggest that if he did have
an RDP house, he would think of it as his home; as we interpret it, lack of
ownership is clearly an issue that shapes Henry’s perceptions and experience of

place-connectedness:

No, this is not my permanent home. See, your permanent home is in town.
Then you have a claim to a house, your own house. But, this house I can’t give
to my children. Because that is how I meant it: | want to work for my children.
If I pass on, I want my children to be under a roof. You do the same, don’t you,
Mister? You won’t leave your child just like that, without anything. Your child
needs a house—in town. Of this house I was merely told: “This is your place.”

But, it is not my place. It doesn’t belong to me. My child can’t stay here.

The fact that Henry’s child cannot stay (meaning, live permanently) on the farm
echoes old restrictions during apartheid when the movement and residence
of people of color were restricted by law and enforced by policing. Ironically,
such restrictions find renewal because of the land restitution policies of post-
apartheid transformation—which has seen many farm workers claim rights to
land because of living and laboring on it for decades. Nowadays some farmers
move laborers off their farms rather than risk any claims being leveraged by
farm workers because they are born on the farm or resided there for an extended

period of time. The power still lies in the hands of those who own the land,
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which are predominantly the Whites. In this regard, Henry is as powerless and
dependent as any serf:

Sometimes it works like that [living in the new South Africa], sometimes it
doesn’t. I’'m still under the White man. If he says that [ must go, then I must
go. When he comes in here and says: “You need to pack up!,” then I have to,
I have no choice. I have to leave and go and board in Graaff-Reinet. Knock
together a blikhokkie [literally: a small cage of corrugated iron in someone’s
backyard or in an informal settlement], and move in there.

Jeffrey Alexander (2012) reminds us that events in the history of South Africa,
particularly the experience of apartheid, constitute an example of a collective
trauma that supersedes individual experiences. It can be argued that the trauma
of disenfranchisement and of second-class citizenship is reproduced and
reinforced for a whole segment of South Africans who failed to share in the
benefits that accompanied democracy, and following every election thereafter.
Collective processes of cultural interpretation (Alexander 2012) among poor
South Africans have resulted in a critical mass of people who doubt the point
of voting and who are angry at being powerless to bring about positive change.
Henry’s narratives reflect these collective traumas. He remains sunk in poverty,
perennially a serf without a place to call his own; worse, he anticipates that these

conditions will continue relentlessly down through successive generations:

I cannot leave my child just like that, empty. Now he has to struggle and he
will ask: “Gee, old man! Check out how my dad worked with me.” I don’t
have a house, I don’t have a roof over my head. That isn’t fair. I want my own
house. Look how we voted here. For what are we voting? For nothing.

The meetings with both research participants took place on the farms where
they grew up and lived their entire lives. They pointed out to us where they were
from, where they moved to when the occasional relocation had to take place,
and where important events took place. In all their narratives, the socio-spatial
traits of exclusion are clearly described. It is also written in the landscape where
the big homestead of the farmer owner contrasts clearly with the small cottages
of the workers. One cannot but to realize that belonging is a phenomenological
experience of attachment and rootedness. On the other hand, aspects of
belonging can also be conferred. Belonging is established through processes of
negotiation and can be rejected, even violated, in ongoing struggles between
rival cultures, between “us” and “them.”
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Religion

Coinciding with his view that a person’s true and ultimate place is not on earth,
Abraham is of the opinion that religion constitutes a way in which the individual
negotiates everyday reality and ameliorates suffering.

Abraham Wessels

With all respect to Abraham’s dedication to Christian teachings, and the spiritual
enlightenment shining in his narratives, it would be remiss if as researchers we
did not point out that the Calvinistic principles, ethics, sanctioned behaviors, and
even the promises of reward that underlie Abraham’s narratives may perpetuate

servitude:

It is thus like this: if we become one, then there is an opportunity of grace for
us. One family. Then there’s again an opportunity of grace. And we see each
other and we know each other and we move together. Only on Sunday, at
church, did I say: “If we look at the bees, they work.” They work. They work
together. Then I told them [there at church]: “If we look at the bees, they work.
The Lord wants us to work together. So that our deeds can be known.” Yes,
Mister, no, Mister! But, it can. If only we talk.

Once again, Abraham’s narratives illustrate the potential of a shared
conversational reality (Collins 2004) to bring about change: for Abraham,
words become deeds, and the end reward of words-as-deeds is a gently

negotiated reconciliation:

Talking can heal everything. Talking heals everything. Talking is a success.
Talking is something very good because it always leads to a solution. But, if
one isn’t talking, nothing will be solved. Now, if you spoke and you move a
little to one side, then you see: no, it did change.

When asked Should a Christian suffer? Abraham offers a direct reply. His answer
promotes the view that religion provides the most efficient medium to the
individual to counter all forms of harm and injustice whether these are biological,

personal, collective, or institutional in nature:

Mister, no. Except if someone walks away from the Lord. But, if he has the
Lord, he cannot [suffer]. Because the Lord adds. He gives to us. He helps us
if, perhaps, we’re in trouble. He does all for us. If I ask him in my prayers,

then he solves everything.
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Henry Jooste

Henry also abides by the belief in an omnipotent God:

Religion is very important. If you believe the Lord, Mister, then the Lord will

give you everything—and he gives you grace as well.

But, Henry is clearer than Abraham on the link between being a Christian

and suffering:

If you don’t do the right thing, the Lord will make that you suffer. A person
has to suffer.

This poses a dilemma: since Henry suffers, he must have done something wrong.
But, Henry’s suffering is an everyday reality in his life and it is very much
connected to his state of poverty—it cannot be argued that he brings it on himself.
On the one hand, Henry laments the structural inequalities he experiences, but
on the other hand he accepts that “the Lord will make that you suffer” and
that because of the institutional suppression there was no other way to go. This

pernicious form of unfreedom brings us to the next theme in the narratives.

Experiencing Suppression

In keeping with their views on identity and place-belongingness, both participants
experience a strong sense of a boundary between themselves and their employers.
Deeply embedded discourses and practices separate them from the farm owners.
Both Abraham and Henry refer to their employer as “master” and both have
experienced a lifetime of being subordinates in the workplace, of belonging to
a mixed (and sometimes referred to as an inferior) race (“Colored”), and of
being members of a disenfranchised racial group. Not being part of “them”
and not feeling a sense of ownership of place lead to the absence of a feeling of

belonging, as well as to a sense of being inferior.

Abraham Wessels

When asked if he feels suppressed as a member of the Colored population
group,® Abraham answers in the affirmative. He then quickly brings an age-old

6 Historically the “Colored” population has been discriminated against for being neither
Black nor White and thus not fitting in anywhere. To some readers this may seem a
disrespectful or politically incorrect question. South Africans are more likely to openly
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and religiously-based argument to justify his suppression. His argument is not
unlike the one perpetuating the caste system in India, which sanctions—almost

guarantees—the moral rightness of servitude:

Yes, Mister, actually. But, as [ look at my case, I see: we continue like this.
If the Lord made us in such a way that we were all the same height, nobody
would have wanted to work under someone else. And no one would have
helped anyone else. Now the Lord has to change this matter in this way. So,
if I can, I must now help. Now I have to help my master so that he can get
ahead—Ilike working with the sheep and those things. Now if we were all the
same height, something like this wouldn’t work. Now the Lord knew well, he

had good knowledge.

We notice, also, the slippage of meaning between the phrases “work under
someone else” and “helped anyone else.” What is in fact work is reformulated
by Abraham as giving help. It is an evocative revelation of his position as a serf
that he accepts this role, and moreover accepts it as corresponding to a good
moral order of life. It shows how the perpetuation of inequity and inequalities
are constructed through intersubjective sedimentation (Berger and Luckmann
1967:85-86) of meanings and practices that slowly but surely shape a shared
social reality.

Abraham accepts that his labor should result in his employer flourishing while
he literally and figuratively “stays in the same place,” to borrow from an earlier

quote. It is almost as if he volunteers himself for suppression:

There has to be [a system of] let me do the work. And I also say so: I agree
one hundred percent. There has to be let me do the work. Then it can...then

it works. Each one feels...I feel: it is good that the Lord made it available.

It is an indictment of post-apartheid South Africa that our multiracial society
is still a racial one. And that wealth remains distributed along racial lines. In
his statement below, Abraham’s remark reflects something of the sentiment of
many so-called “Colored” people regarding the relative positioning in society of
one population group in relation to another, a hierarchy which is seen by some
as being heralded in by the ANC:

discuss racial tensions than to tread carefully around them. Perhaps this is a response
to the often-enforced silence that apartheid brought about?
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The Colored, Mister, it is like I said...And if you look, the Colored is still a
little below. Then the Bantu are still a little above. If you look carefully, you
will see: he saw to it. He saw to it that he is now a little above. He took care

that he can be above.

Around the period when a formal and legal status was conferred on apartheid,
Frantz Fanon (1968:61-81) wrote in his book published in French in 1952 under
the title Peau Noire, Masques Blanc (Black Skin, White Masks) on the so-called
dependency complex of colonized people. He launched an attack on a view
of his time that feelings of inferiority among members of an oppressed part of
society could be found even before colonization. For Fanon, a society is either
racist or not racist. The racism coinciding with colonization is no different from
any other form of racism. All forms of exploitation, irrespective if coinciding
with colonization, are equally the same—and need to be rejected. Perhaps
Fanon is correct when concluding that many people who find themselves in
racist societies suffer from inferiority feelings. They suffer from these feelings
because the societies in which they find themselves enhance these feelings of

inferiority—not because they are inherently inferior (Fanon 1968:74).

Over the three long sessions during which we spoke to Abraham we see the
workings of inferiority institutionalized in language. In the first session, he
referred 40 times to his employer, the land owner, as “my master” (My Baas
in the Afrikaans language) and no fewer than 172 further times did he address
the first author of this chapter as “master” (Baas) even though no employment
relationship existed between him and the first author. On a further 51 occasions
he addressed the first author as “my great master” (My Grootbaas). At the end of
this first session the first author put it to Abraham that his calling him “master /
great master” caused embarrassment and he requested him kindly to refrain from
doing so. Nine months later during our second session he consistently addressed
the first author as “mister” (Meneer). Henry only addressed the first author as
“mister” (Meneer), which reflects something of his more critical attitude towards

old apartheid norms.

Henry Jooste

Like Abraham, Henry also conveys the impression that he accepts the inferior

positioning and resultant subordination of one population group vis-a-vis another.

74 Between Enslavement and Liberation



And again his narrative shows how the power that accompanies race and wealth
is strongly reinforced through language:

I still call [the boss] master and Seur [the boss’s father and original boss] and
Miesies [the boss’s wife]. Yes, we did say master [Baas] and great master
[Grootbaas] and small master [Kleinbaas]. That we heard from our parents.
I think [we speak to them in this manner| because of the suffering. You had
to call the White owner Seur because he was the highest. Then you had a
foreman, master [Baas], a White foreman. I also had to say to him Baas, Baas
Sarel. But, for the owner of the farm it was Seur.

Henry’s narrative tells of more direct forms of suppression that are historically

institutionalized through unfair treatment and exploitation:

Yes, we did get paid. But, that time, how can I say, I almost don’t know
what we were paid. And if you asked about the pay, the Seur got angry. Then
he would say: “No, why do you want to know?” Today workers know. My
children know. But, my father went to “pay” for me [received payment].
When he died, that is when I went to “pay” for myself. But, no, it wasn’t even
worth the while.

One of the worst aspects of this for Henry is his sense of having colluded with
this exploitation, although in reality there was little that he or his community
could do. So again, the (misguided) idea emerges of being personally responsible
for suffering and therefore deserving it. Drawing on Alexander (2012), we argue
that practices and languages of oppression associated with serfdom became a
threat to collective identity in as far as they damaged the psyche—the communal
sense of self-worth—of whole communities of people who live and labor as
serfs. According to Alexander (2012), collective trauma occurs when negative
experiences inflicted by one group on another are conceived as wounds to
social identity. From Henry’s narrative it would seem that there is an alternative
standpoint—one that links to Fanon’s (1968:74, 61-81) insights—whereby the
victims of collective trauma think: “We did this to ourselves”:

How can I say? We gave our life up, just like that. We went out and worked

almost for nothing. Yes, you can say that we worked almost for nothing.

We would complain, but not to the man [owner]. We complained amongst
each other. We would not go to the man, we were afraid. The man can chase
me away. Where will I find work? If the man chases you away, where are you
to find work?
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Yes, we felt that we were going backwards and the man was going forward.
But, you worked just for free. It did bother people. But, people were afraid.

Where would you find a new master?

There is a symbolic collective closing of the ranks against the owner, but in
fact the community is powerless in the absence of any viable alternatives. Their
fear of retribution and of losing what security they have are very real threats to
unskilled laborers in a country with such high unemployment levels. But, apart
from this, Henry is also trapped in the mindset of serfdom: he does not conceive

of a solution other than finding “a new master”:

If T went to another farm, that farmer would phone my previous master and
would ask him: “What kind of a boy was he?” Then the previous master
would say: “No, he was such a boy or he was such a boy.” Then the farmer
would come back and say: “No, man, I did look for a man, but I found one.”
Then you had to go and try to get another master. And you would go along

until one day when you would maybe find a master.

Again the language use tells us a lot about race and belonging. To call a man a
“boy” harks back to an old and racial practice among some Whites during the
apartheid days; it is very insulting as it insinuates that the employee is not an
adult. In Henry’s narrative—his meaning-making of an imaginary scenario—
the employer does not repeat this insult to the farm worker’s face. Instead,
the employer replaces the insulting diminutive “boy” with the word “man.”
His rendition of the imaginary conversation between the two White bosses
reveals how Henry perceives the existence of an underhand, almost secret,

form of racism.

Unlike Abraham, who is far more complacent in the face of having to labor for
all his life without reaping much in the way of material rewards, Henry is more

vehement about this injustice of his situation.

Gee whiz, we couldn’t keep animals, nothing. We didn’t have an income; it
was only the pay, those few Rands and then it was finished. You were only,
how can I put it, you were only alive. You needed to live for your stomach and

for your children.

Yes, the Brown man [Colored] helped the White man. How many times did |
have to help him with everything—Ilooking after his cattle, everything.
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Yes, that time it was not living together. The White man stayed on his own. He
was on his own, and you were only a helper, you could say. Yes, | was only a
helper. Because if he wanted to send me up that mountain, then I had to go! I
can’t say no. Because if [ say no, then I had to go to the road.

Notwithstanding the lack of freedom and the difficulties of his situation, Henry
does not seem to be able to imagine a world where he is not accountable to
another. Perhaps his fatalism functions as a form of reassurance for him?

But, what can you do? You need to work. You can’t simply sit. There will
always be someone that will look over you.

The media is saturated with examples of unrest, riots, resistance, and protests of
large numbers of the South African society. Similar to other parts of Africa and
several Western countries, it is the younger generation that has a greater sense of
equity and is more inclined to resist domination and deprivation. Abraham and
Henry’s stories reflect the disposition of a small group of South Africans who
accept, or at least endure, a life of suffering and suppression. Nonetheless, their

stories should not be ignored or moved to the background.

Existential Suffering

As we see from the largest parts of his narratives, Abraham does not see himself
as an outright suppressed and exploited human who experiences existential
suffering. He lives in peace with himself, his employer, and his fellow people.
He also lives in peace with his concrete reality. Henry is more explicit when

describing his life as a life of suffering.

Abraham Wessels

When looking back over his life, one period of existential suffering stands out for
Abraham: the period of his substance (alcohol) addiction:

Mister, that was when I was still in-the-world. At that point I still grabbed the
world. I had to be in the world and it needed to be only good. But, it wasn’t
good for me. I came across dark days. I suffered a lot. That was when I still
took the drink.

The abuse of alcohol became for Abraham a personal enslavement and, as we
interpret it, a double dose of slavery in his everyday life. The abuse of alcohol
among farm workers in South Africa is commonplace. It has serious implications
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for other aspects of social life, such as violence in interpersonal relationships,
and fetal alcohol syndrome (Gossage et al. 2014). Fortunately, Abraham gave
up alcohol:

Mister, that was what was with me: the drinking. And that was a bad time in
life. It destroys you. But, further life was not so dark. But, the drinking. It
creates something terrible. Yes, I stayed in the world. But, I had to come [out
of it].

Then me and my wife came to a decision. I then said: “Man, we can’t continue.
We can’t. We’ll have to decide to go off this road.” Mister, I suffered a lot!
I had dark days. I had difficult times. I was looking at the trap [mouth] of
the bag.

By using the expression “I was looking at the trap [mouth] of the bag” Abraham
refers to the abuse of cheap wine packaged in an aluminum foil bag inside a
box. He perceives this incident that coincided mainly with his and his wife’s
act of volition as the lowest point of his life. The fact that he found himself
for the largest part of his life as part of a social and political dispensation that
ascribed to him and his family a range of fundamental restrictions seems to be

of lesser importance.

Abraham’s decision to quit drinking is a uniquely personal one, but, as May
(2011a; 2011b) reminds us, the self and society are mutually constitutive.
Progress towards a better society can be created by the continuous affirmation
of meaning and by the decisions made by individuals to create a meaningful life
(see the work of Frangois Perroux 1983).

Henry Jooste

I will describe my life as difficult. And it is even difficult until today.

Yes, look at my children, I can give them nothing. I can’t even tell them that
when I am dead there will be a house. They have to suffer like a tortoise.
When the small tortoise is hatched, he has to go his own way. When I look
back at my life, it is a life of suffering.

Henry’s metaphor holds another meaning pertinent to his lifeworld: a tortoise
carries its home on its back. What he is born with is all that he has—his only

inheritance.
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Concluding Insights

At best Abraham and Henry’s narratives reveal a small part of their deeper
experiences and the selection presented here opens only a tiny window on
their lives. As the narratives reveal, individual everyday experience often
oscillates between solidarity and division, freedom and oppression, power and
powerlessness, capital and poverty, exploitation and equality. They also show
how belonging is constructed at the individual and societal levels.

Interpretation of the narratives connects to a basic assumption of critical theory:
that a person can become more than what he/she is at a given moment. This issue
of “increased humanness” (Coetzee 2001:122) is related to the emancipatory
intention to aid the development of the communicative capacity in society
(Habermas 1984; 1987). It is the duty of the social scientist to remind members
of society continuously that they find themselves in a social reality that can
become different/better than their present reality. Becoming a better society is
described by Marc Olshan (1983:17) as: “the well-coordinated series of changes,
sudden or gradual, whereby a given population and all of its components move
from a phase of life perceived as less human to one perceived as more human.”

A free society creates conditions for the actualization of each individual’s full
potential (personhood). In terms of this description, South Africa has not yet
reached full freedom. Freedom implies a focus on the significance of individuals’
capacities to achieve the kind of lives they have reason to value. It is not just a
matter of subjective well-being and the means to a good life should not merely be
available in theory. In this regard, Thomas Wells (n.d.) is correct when stating in
his contribution to the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (on the issue of “Sen’s
Capabilities Approach”): “A person’s capacity to live a good life is defined in
terms of the set of valuable ‘beings and doings’ like being in good health or
having loving relationships towards others to which they have real access.” But,
it goes further: the capacity to lead a good life also coincides with access to the
most basic needs of social justice, humanity, and respect.

In the concluding remarks of his book on Frantz Fanon and how Fanon’s work
can influence the relationship between intellectuals and grassroots movements,
Nigel Gibson (2011) draws a distinction between “pragmatic liberals” and
“fundamentally anti-systemic dialecticians.” He continues: “The former
consider the poor as a sociological fact to be studied; the latter consider work

Concluding Insights 79



with a poor people’s movement as a process and a praxis” (Gibson 2011:215).
In terms of the latter perspective, the intellectual activity can (and should) play
a role towards stimulating the reflexive capacity for producing consciousness
of action (cf. Guibernau 2013:16). The research on which this chapter is based
is not participatory action research that aims to accompany the participants in
the research process towards active critical involvement and resistance against
their situation. On the other hand, this research does not merely reflect an
objective account of a phenomenon within the South African society. We trust
that this research can assist in creating a deeper understanding with regards
to inequality and inadequate participation in as far as some members of the
South African society are concerned. Whatever the primary focus, research
needs to continuously contribute to the decolonization of the mind—both of
the researcher and of the researched.
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P. Conrad Kotze & Jan K. Coetzee

The Everyday in a Time of Transformation’
A Single South African Lifeworld 20 Years after Democracy

ABSTRACT | Transformation has come to be a defining characteristic of
contemporary societies, while it has rarely been studied in away that gives acknowledgement
to both its societal effects and the experience thereof by the individual. This chapter discusses
a recent study that attempts to do just that. The everyday life of a South African is explored
within the context of changes that can be linked, more or less directly, to those that have
characterized South Africa as a state since the end of apartheid in 1994. The study strives
to avoid the pitfalls associated with either an empirical or solely constructivist appreciation
of this phenomenon, but rather represents an integral onto-epistemological framework for
the practice of sociological research. The illustrated framework is argued to facilitate an
analysis of social reality that encompasses all aspects thereof, from the objectively given to
the intersubjectively constructed and subjectively constituted. While not requiring extensive
development on the theoretical or methodological level, the possibility of carrying out such
an integral study is highlighted as being comfortably within the capabilities of sociology
as a discipline. While the chapter sheds light on the experience of transformation, it is also
intended to contribute to the contemporary debate surrounding the current “ontological
turn” within the social sciences.

Introductory Remarks

The aim of this chapter is to integrally explore one South African lifeworld
from within the context of the 20th anniversary of the country’s first non-racial
democratic elections. The specific case explores the everyday life of Hennie van
der Merwe,? an Afrikaner® schoolteacher who has personally experienced the

1 This chapter was originally published in Qualitative Sociology Review XlII(1), 2017.
2 All persons mentioned in the chapter are assigned pseudonyms.

3 For the purpose of this chapter, an Afrikaner is defined as a member of a specific
contemporary White Afrikaans-speaking collectivity that actively seeks the cultural
survival of the Afrikaner as existing up to the end of apartheid. Not all contemporary
White Afrikaans speakers self-identify as Afrikaners. For a more comprehensive account
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transformation that has come to characterize South African society at every
level. Hennie’s story is analyzed and interpreted in the section The Case of Hennie
van der Merwe. Before his story is told, however, the chapter introduces certain
ontological and epistemological premises that were foundational to the study, and
illustrates the sociological theories and methods that were implemented during
the data collection and analysis phases of the research project. The study was
conceptualized to serve as an example of the application of an integral framework
for sociological practice to the study of everyday life. As such there is the need
not only for a holistic balance between theory and practice, but for an overarching
account that reflexively touches on all the relevant issues that came into play
from the moment the researchers first engaged the object of study to the final
keyboard strike that culminated in the writing of this chapter. This is the rationale
for the following section opening with the presentation of models of reality and
consciousness. These models are foundational to the rest of this chapter and
should be illustrated before turning to the data and conclusions.

Ontological and Epistemological Considerations

We acknowledge from the start that reality is trans-empirical. This means that
any model or framework that purports to scientifically clarify the dual stream
of manifestation and interpretation underlying our everyday experience is, and
always will be, inherently arbitrary and provisional. It is in this reflexive spirit that
the rest of this section should be understood to represent models of reality and
consciousness. These models are arbitrary by nature and under no circumstance are
they meant to be dogmatically superimposed over the fundamentally irreducible
holon* of manifestation that is experienced reality. Any phenomenon, however,
needs to be abstracted to a certain degree before meaningful analysis thereof
can take place, and the models illustrated in this section are argued to represent
one of the simplest yet most comprehensive ways of doing so. Having made this
disclaimer, the study’s ontological and epistemological points of departure are
grounded in an integral framework for sociological practice (cf. Kotze et al. 2015).
According to this framework, reality manifests as an ever-present holon consisting
of three irreducible ontic® dimensions:

of contemporary White Afrikaans-speaking identity and the contextual meaning of the
moniker “Afrikaner,” see: Kotze et al. (2015).

4 The term "holon” refers to a whole that simultaneously transcends and includes its parts.

We consciously use the terms “ontic” and “epistemic” in place of the more commonly
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Figure 1. The three ontic dimensions.

Intersubjective
ontic dimension
(Reality-as-
agreed-upon)

Manifest
reality

Subjective
ontic dimension
(Reality-as-
witnessed)

Obyjective
onic dimension
(Reality-as-
described)

Source: Self-elaboration.

These dimensions, referred to as the subjective, intersubjective, and objective
ontic dimensions respectively, represent undivorceably interconnected aspects of
reality. This is the case because, when operating within the natural attitude of
pre-scientific experience, any perceived object naturally confronts the perceiving
subject with three clearly distinguishable but interrelated aspects of its being-in-
the-world. Its objective ontic dimension renders an aspect of its existence that
is ontologically rooted completely “outside” of the perceiving subject, at least
where “everyday” states of consciousness are involved.® This objectively given
dimension of a phenomenon lends itself most readily to empirical description, as
it manifests itself relatively independently of both the subjectively constituted and
intersubjectively constructed realms of meaningful interpretation that also exists
in relation to any perceived object. In short, the objective ontic dimension of an

used “ontological” and “epistemological” with reference to the subtle yet essential
difference in meaning between the two. The former signifies that which is given, free
from interpretation, while the latter refers to that which is the product of classification
according to any given ontology. The ontic dimensions of reality are thus not theoretical
constructs, but the very quanta of manifestation and experience that give rise to the
possibility of multiple ontologies.

6 This qualification is made in line with an acknowledgement of the existence of various
states of consciousness (or, more correctly, phenomenal fields [Rock and Krippner
2007]) that are readily accessible to human beings. The main focus of sociology is,
however, on that state of consciousness which forms the foundation of the natural
attitude; the pre-scientific and often pre-reflexive mode of perceiving “the reality which
seems self-evident,” or paramount reality (Schitz and Luckmann 1974:3).
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object’s manifestation represents those aspects thereof that are characterized by
a certain measure of “independence and externality in relation to the subject”
(Habermas 1972:33).

Two further ontic dimensions, namely, the subjective and intersubjective, naturally
accompany this empirically describable dimension of reality. These dimensions
are represented respectively by subjectively constituted intentionalities’ and
intersubjectively constructed meaning-frameworks oriented towards the
object of perception. Through adding layers of socio-cultural meaning and
existential significance to our perception of phenomena, these dimensions play
a fundamental role in the constitution of paramount reality. Paramount reality
refers to the phenomenal reality that is unquestioningly accepted as “real” by the
individual experiencing his or her daily existence from within the natural attitude.
This “world-as-witnessed” comprises “the foundational structures of what is pre-
scientific” (Schiitz and Luckmann 1974:3). In contrast to the abstracted world
described by the natural sciences, paramount reality represents an intersubjectively
constructed and maintained realm populated by socially related subjects who all
have pragmatic interests in its existence and interpretation (Schiitz 1962). Indeed,
subjective interpretation and intersubjective agreement exert greater influence
on the constitution of the interpretation of the kosmos?® that is unquestioningly
accepted as real by socially related people going about their daily lives in a pre-
reflexive state of consciousness, than do the detached descriptions of reality
generated by empirical research.

7 The word intentionality is used here in Husserl's sense of denoting the character of
consciousness as always being “of” something, and has nothing to do with “intention”
as that word is commonly understood (MclIntyre and Smith 1989). As Husserl, contrary
to much popular speculation, strove to construct a rigorous science of phenomena that
would pave the way to true objectivity, the alternative English rendering of his German
term Intentionalitdt as "directedness” may provide us with a clearer understanding of
its intended meaning. However, while the transcendental subject may perceive reality
free from "everything that has overlaid the primordial surprise in the face of the world”
(Evola 2003:143), certain judgments, opinions, and habits of thought and interaction
are inherent in the intentionality of the embodied subject operating from within the
natural attitude. These factors, by giving rise to a biographically-informed sense of
obviousness and familiarity, constitute the unseen scaffolding of the individual habitus,
which is explored in greater detail further in this book.

8 The word "kosmos” is used here in line with the philosophy of Ken Wilber (2007). The
kosmos represents not only the empirically observable cosmos existing “out there,”
but also includes the “inner” realms of conscious experience and meaning (Visser
2003:197).
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All human beings varyingly experience these fundamental ontic dimensions on
a daily basis, pre-reflexively alternating between “reality-as-witnessed,” “reality-
as-agreed-upon,” and “reality-as-described” without necessarily becoming aware
of the ontic discontinuities underlying the stream of consciousness, which is
normally experienced as unified. An important effect of incorporating such an
integral framework into sociological research is that it gives the researcher access
to aspects of reality that are beyond the reach, and often even the scope, of
contemporary science. Alongside the generation of empirically verifiable “truth,”
an accompanying focus on the subjectively constituted and intersubjectively
constructed dimensions of reality facilitates sensitivity to issues of social justice
and individual sincerity when analyzing social reality. In a very real sense, this
framework thus harks back to a current of thought that has been latent in Western
philosophy since at least the time of Aristotle, whose “transcendentals,” the
good, the true, and the beautiful, come to the fore strongly when social reality is
approached through the lens provided by this framework.

Correlating with the multidimensional nature of manifest reality is the multi-
modal nature of human consciousness. Whenever consciousness is directed
at a phenomenon (which may be a physical, mental, or supra-mental object),
the interaction takes one (or more) of the following general forms: subjective

witnessing, intersubjective agreement, or objective description.

Figure 2. The three epistemic modes.

Intersubjective
epistemic mode
(Reality-as-

agreed-upon)

Manifest
consciousness

Subjective Objective
epistemic mode epistemic mode
(Reality-as- (Reality-as-

witnessed) described)

Source: Self-elaboration.
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The correlation of these modes of perception with the ontic dimensions of
manifestation seems to be an inherent characteristic of reality. Understanding
this unitary relationship between consciousness and its objects in greater detail
may pave the way for a post-Cartesian scientific endeavor that overcomes the
crippling dualism of modern science, while also transcending the constitutional
limitations of reactionary relativist and constructivist schools of thought.” As
long as the current subject/object split, based on deeply embedded cultural
assumptions regarding the definition of “self” and “not-self,” is taken as
characteristic of paramount reality, a detailed exposition of the entire experiential
matrix encompassing both intersubjectively reified perceptual poles (that of
subjectivity and objectivity) is necessary. The accompanying study was thus
carried out with the intention of acknowledging all of the ontic dimensions and
epistemic modes that comprise manifest reality and the conscious experience
thereof that is currently prevalent among human beings. In this way, we attempt
to avoid the various pitfalls associated with focusing on a single ontic dimension

or making use of a single epistemic mode in isolation.

Generalized forms that these epistemological traps often take are relativism
(overemphasis on the intersubjectively constructed aspects of reality),
reductionism (seeking objective “facts” to the extent that the resulting description
of reality is completely removed from lived experience, commonsense, and
intuition), and the various degrees of unconfirmability and solipsism associated
with the unavoidable foray into metaphysics that accompanies a one-sided focus
on the individually unique contents of isolated subjectivity. Corresponding
to the fact that a given phenomenon may be experienced varyingly in terms
of its objective suchness, social fairness, and personal desirability, an integral
deployment of all three epistemic modes makes possible the carrying out of

research that emphasizes not only the enlargement of the empirical knowledge

9 Though a variety of “monistic” frameworks have seen the light in recent years (cf.
Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012), their proclaimed non-dualism almost universally
rests on an unconscious fracturing of the holon of reality, which means that certain
ontic modes are given precedence over others. Though absolute reality is non-dual,
its realization is an experiential affair that is generated only by a most arduous and
conscious self-transformation that leads to the emergence of a worldview that is quite
simply not typical of contemporary human experience. Thus, as long as the standard
experience of reality is that of duality, our analytical frameworks should rest on a dual
view of reality. Attempting otherwise will surely land us in a mire of existential conceit
and pretence that may be even less relenting than the sinkhole of positivism.
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base, but also a socially accountable assessment of the justness and utility of
generated knowledge, as well as a strong contemplative engagement with
aesthetic, moral, and transformative dimensions pertaining to the phenomenon
under study and the application of generated knowledge. Thus, this framework
generates a more human way of going about social scientific research by bringing

the praxis of sociology in line with the full human experience of reality.

The following section deals with the theoretical considerations used to apply
this framework practically. It is not necessary to construct novel theories in order
to undertake integral sociological research. The various ontic dimensions have
already been explored in great detail by existing schools of thought, albeit mostly
in isolation from the other dimensions (as in the case of existentialism focusing
on the subjective ontic dimension, ethnography on the intersubjective, etc.) and
without explicit acknowledgement of the holon of manifest reality. All existing
sociological theories more or less explicitly focus on a given ontic dimension
and make use of certain epistemic modes. These underlying orientations are,
however, mostly constituted unconsciously, embedded in powerful worldviews
and paradigmatic assumptions, and as such are rarely reflected upon. This
state of affairs has led to the seemingly irresolvable opposition of various
contemporary sociological paradigms, an obstacle that persists even though all
of these competing theoretical frameworks are internally coherent and each one
provides us with useful partial truths about the nature of social reality. Thus,
the following section explores some sociological theories which competently
explore one or more of the ontological dimensions and seeks their practical
unification into a theoretical framework for the integral study of social reality,

as described up to this point.

Theoretical Foundation

Theoretically speaking, a conceptual framework acknowledging all the ontic
dimensions and epistemic modes introduced in the previous section was needed
in order for this study to attain its goal of integrally exploring social reality in the
context of a single individual’s meaningful life experience. Such a framework is
possible when incorporating aspects of Alfred Schiitz’s phenomenology of the
social world, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s ideas regarding the social

construction of reality, and the reflexive sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. The
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resultant theoretical framework, coupled with the researchers’ own “utterly first-
hand and direct presentation of the phenomena and the description and analyses
proper to them” (Natanson 1978:189), represents the conceptual lens applied to
the interpretation of Hennie’s lifestory that is shared further in this chapter. As
is to be expected, the theoretical framework constructed for the purposes of this
study is compatible with the integral onto-epistemological framework outlined
earlier. This specific amalgamation of theoretical streams acknowledges all the
ontic dimensions of reality, facilitating the development of a methodological
approach that makes use of all three epistemic modes, as is discussed in the

next section.

The first theoretical stream included in the study is the phenomenologically
informed school of thought that started with the work of Alfred Schiitz and was
developed further by various thinkers over the course of the second half of the
previous century and the first years of our own. Of these successors, Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckmann represent the most important thinkers in the context of
this study. Though Schiitz can be said to have developed a true phenomenology
of the social world, most of the work that strove to build upon his ideas can be
more aptly referred to as phenomenologically informed sociology. This designation
is due to the fact that whereas Schiitz contemplated the universal structures of
consciousness that underlie the subjective, pre-communicative constitution of
reality in a thoroughly Husserlian manner, the later “phenomenologists,” as
is most clearly evident in the case of the ethnomethodologists, focused rather
on the intersubjective construction of social reality through communication,
ritual, agreement, et cetera (cf. Dreher 2012). The very condensation of these
streams of thought into codified, more or less uniformly applied theoretical
and methodological systems sets them epistemologically apart from the “all-

”

embracing self-investigation,” the “first of all monadic” enterprise that is
phenomenology proper (Husserl 1960:156). Thus, the various theories that today
constitute “phenomenological sociology” are rather incorporated into this study
because of their exceptional suitability to an analysis of the socially constructed
aspects of reality. This suitability stems from the fact that these theories represent
epistemological frameworks aimed at exploring the intersubjective ontic
dimension, or the dimension of reality that is founded on mutual agreement

and the resulting construction of socially shared meaning-frameworks.
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This phenomenologically informed nexus of theories provides us with several
relevant concepts. First and most foundational of these is the lifeworld. As we
attempt to gain understanding of a given individual’s experience of social reality,
it is of the essence that the target of our analysis should be reality as experienced
by the participant. Thus, the target of analysis is the world as experienced by
Hennie van der Merwe, or his “naive...immersion in the already-given world”
(Husserl 1960:152). The emphasis of this analysis is on three closely related
foundational structures of Hennie’s experience, namely, his biographically
determined situation, his stock of knowledge, and his narrative repertoire. An
individual’s biographically determined situation, his or her uniquely experienced
position in and orientation towards the world, is constituted through a temporally
directed dialectical relationship between internalized learning from past
experience, expectations oriented towards the future, and present psychological,
social, and physical conditions. This continuously evolving existential nexus
solidifies into a given individual’s momentary orientation to reality. It delineates
individual subjects’ perceptions of “not only [their] position in space, time,
and society but also [their] experience that some of the elements of the world
taken for granted are imposed upon [them], while others are either within [their]
control or capable of being brought within [their] control” (Schiitz 1962:76).
Thus, the content of a given individual’s biographically determined situation
offers a glimpse into that person’s momentary orientation towards the three
ontic dimensions of reality, as well as the spatio-temporally, socio-culturally,
and existentially contextualized contents of that individual’s consciousness as
mediated by the three epistemic modes.

Operating in an intricate dialectic with the biographically determined situation
is a person’s stock of knowledge and his or her narrative repertoire. Along
with the biographically determined situation, both of these interpretational
matrices provide the underlying impetus for certain acts and the justification
for certain beliefs and interpretations of reality. Both are socially informed and
underlie the construction of collective identities through their operation on the
porous boundary between the subjective, intersubjective, and objective ontic
dimensions of reality. Thus, the convergence of the subjectively constituted
world-as-witnessed, the intersubjectively constructed world-as-agreed-upon,
and the objectively given world-as-described into an unproblematically
experienced paramount reality is facilitated by the interpretational nexus formed
by these three foundational structures of consciousness (the biographically
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determined situation, stock of knowledge, and narrative repertoire). Whereas
the biographically determined situation is predominantly affective in nature,
the stock of knowledge comprises the pragmatic “skills, useful knowledge
[and] knowledge of recipes” (Schiitz and Luckmann 1974:105) acquired by an
individual during the course of his or her life. The narrative repertoire represents
the socially shared and historically contextualized storehouse of narratives,
characters, and plots drawn on by individuals during the interpretation of
their own lives as a contextually meaningful story featuring themselves as
the protagonist, a mode of self-analysis that seems to be geographically and
temporally universal among human beings (McAdams 1993; 2012; Frank 2012).
Considering the interplay between an individual’s biographically determined
situation, stock of knowledge, and narrative repertoire, all of which are socially
and historically contextualized, thus allows for insight into the nexus of self-
perception that orients a person’s momentary interpretation of his or her place
in society and history, along with the corresponding actions people execute
during their participation in the ongoing construction and maintenance of their
socially shared lifeworlds. Through investigating the contents and structure of,
as well as the relationship between these three socially embedded matrices of
self-experience, a deeper understanding of the socially constructed aspects of a
given individual’s experience of reality is made possible.

In close combination with this phenomenologically informed theoretical stream is
the work of Pierre Bourdieu. To the extent that Bourdieu’s sociology incorporates
subjective experience, it can be seen as an offshoot of the phenomenological
stream in sociology. What makes Bourdieu’s “structural constructivism”
unique, however, is its emphasis on what he refers to as “methodological
relationalism” (cf. Bourdieu 1989; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Bourdieu’s
clarification of the “double life” of lifeworldly phenomena makes possible the
acknowledgement of both the intersubjective and objective ontic dimensions
and epistemological modes during the social scientific research process. This
is the case because Bourdieu realizes that the structures of the universe exist
simultaneously as objects of the first order, independent of interpretation, and
as objects of the second order, as meaningfully interpreted and symbolized
by conscious beings (Wacquant 1992). This double life necessitates a “double
reading,” or the complementary application of two divergent modes of analyzing
social reality. The first, social physics, is characterized by the quantitative
analysis of social structures, while the second, social phenomenology, entails a
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qualitative exploration of the meaning-frameworks underlying the experience of

the individuals constituting these social structures (Bourdieu 1990).

In this way, Bourdieu’s sociology makes possible the acknowledgement of
both the objective and intersubjective ontic dimensions during the analysis
of social reality. By including an empirical collection of social facts in the
analysis of an individual’s lifeworld, access can be gained to the objectivated
phenomena experienced as unproblematically given by the participant and
which play a central role in the constitution of subjective experience and the
construction of mutual understanding during everyday life. Incorporating this
insight into sociological research allows for social reality to be understood
neither as fundamentally driven by the actions of individuals nor as primarily
predetermined by impersonal societal structures and processes, but as arising
dialectically out of a continuous interaction between these two streams of
agency. Taken into the realm of methodology, the praxis of the double reading
facilitates a reflexive focus on the readily observable relationships existing
between individual action and social structure. While understanding Bourdieu’s
concept of “habitus” as analogous to the nexus of self-experience comprising
an individual’s biographically determined situation, stock of knowledge, and
narrative repertoire, meaningful social action can thus be seen as being the result
of an ongoing “adjustment of habitus to the necessities and to the probabilities
inscribed in the field” (Wacquant 1989:43). In this context, the field 