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• “Life was so tough, because we are not used to go
to other houses to ask for things. If there’s no
sugar, maybe no tea, uh, my mother have to send
us to other houses to ask for those things ... So, if
we were sent there (we walked with my sister), we
come back not getting inside because we were so
afraid to do that, and so we come back saying that
they said there is no sugar. So you have to live
some days, we have to sleep, not eating. Even if we
6
were hungry, what were we going to do?”
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The risks of poverty

• “That was difficult..very, very difficult...’cause you,
you have to go to class, there’s no food. So, you’re
hungry, very hungry…sometimes it takes two days
without eating, and it’s not nice to go back to your
friends again and ask can I come eat with you guys, so
7
you just keep quiet.”

The risks of poverty

• “They will tease you that you so poor. You know
about you walking barefoot, what you wearing because sometimes you have to wear small
clothes, because when you work on hand outs,
you actually do not fit clothes - ... sometimes it’s
big, sometimes it’s small, sometimes it’s your
size, thank God if it’s your size (laughs)”
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The risks of poverty

• “So I will ask her, and then she would be like, ‘No,
everything is ok’, and then it’s like, ‘No, let me tell you,
we don’t have a place to sleep.’ And I’ll be worried and
then I’m thinking ... ‘What about my younger siblings?
What about my mom?’ And then I will try, as young as
I was, I was doing about Grade 4 or 5, to come up with
money. I never used my money, just to give to my
9
mom so that she could, you know …” (cries).

The risks of poverty

• “Yea, uh that’s, that’s the one part that made my
life to be difficult … with that stigma from the
community because you - where I come from - if
you’re poor you have that stigma that means
you’re nothing, you will never mount up to
anything.”
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The roots of youth resilience (Gunnestad, 2004)

The roots of youth resilience (Gunnestad, 2004)
External supports

Self

Self

Internal supports

Internal supports
Relationships

Relationships

Community

Community

13

The roots of youth resilience (Gunnestad, 2004)
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Minding the gap:
Attachment relationships
Agency & mastery
Intelligence
Self-regulation
Meaning making
Culture & religion

How do these protective systems
operate in non-Eurocentric
contexts?
(Boyden, 2003; Clauss-Ehlers, 2008; Masten,
2009; Ungar, 2008; Ungar, 2010; Veeran &
Morgan, 2009)
19
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Africentric pathways to resilience

Reflections of resilient students
• phenomenological study
• 13 participants (7 male; 6 female)
– ages: 23 – 54
– black South Africans
• traditional Africentric practices & values (kinship; Ubuntu; oral
traditions; deep spirituality)

• qualitative methods:
– life story
– symbolic drawing

• thematic content analysis
21

Africentric pathways to resilience
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Africentric pathways to resilience
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Attachment relationships: familial (i)
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Security
That’s the way it was - we knew after school there
was no way that you gonna have pap and meat,
you knew very well that it’s gonna be soft porridge
... If she [Gran] made a plan she would buy
cabbage and chicken gizzards, ‘cause that was our
own favourite Sunday meal, because she cooked it
so nice that you actually forgot that you are not
even eating meat, you are only eating chicken
gizzards (laughs). So, she created boundaries
around us and said, ‘This is how I’m going to
protect you.’ (Participant 3)
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Self-regulation via grandmother’s
teaching
“The other principle my
grandmother taught me, if you have
nothing to eat then just put Vaseline
on your mouth and then smile back
to class, no-one will notice. Drink
water, and no-one will notice.”
(Participant 5)
30
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Grandparents teach culturally appropriate self-regulation
He [Grandfather] always tell me that how I treat other people - I must also expect
that thing to be done to me, so if I expect people to do good things to me, then I
should also do good things for them and in return they will do good things for
me.
me.
I: Can you give me an example how that has helped you?

…when I was doing my Grade 12. I was good in maths, but I had problems with
Biology. So there was this guy that was good in Biology and then I had to make
friends with him, because I realised that this guy can help me to understand
mathematics And then one day - it was
Biology better and I can help him with mathematics.
after school - and we were sitting there, both of us, and I had two packets of
Simba chips and I gave him one and he accepted it and I introduced myself to him
and in a polite way … And I said to him ‘I study alone and I would like to study
with you, especially when it comes to your department, Biology.’ And he said:
‘You are more than welcome to study with me but most of the time I struggle
with maths.’ I said: ‘No we will do maths the whole day, then the other day we
will do Biology.’ And I put my effort into helping him
him. And when we do Biology,
he also applied the same strategies …See when you are humble,
humble most things will
come your way, but if you are rude everything will just overtake you. But if you
are willing to talk to someone , and willing to accept anyone with or without
31
problems, I think you make a great person
person..

Encouragement towards mastery

Self-regulation taught via stories
Most of the time he used to tell me that story … to
avoid trouble. He used to tell me - I am clever you
see - he told me you are clever and people like you
end up in trouble. I think there is another side of
me that he saw so he taught me …. So he told me
stories: if you do this, this will happen. Now I think
like they [stories] were preventive measures
measures. He
was preventing me from getting into a lot of trouble
and becoming a bad person to other community
members. So those stories actually helped me, and I
will also tell them to my child.
child (Participant 2)
32

Dreams of mastery

In a way she was strict ... she will expect us to wash dishes
and clean and…and you know young boys, ok (laughs) –
particularly in the township they will prefer going to the
streets and playing soccer, and then you know when you
come back you have to be smart, and you have to give a
smart explanation why you disappeared. Sometimes, she
just discipline you and you will just have to get used to it ...
My grandmother is, she was like a mother to me, a friend,
and she was rational. Like, when, when she punishes you
she’s not gonna, just gonna punish you. I mean, she always
wanted us to - though she couldn’t read and write - she
would always ask us to pass at school…’cause I mean she
believed in education. She will influence you to study and
33
say ‘Don’t be like your mom.’ (Participant 5)

There’s no reason for me to suffer, to live like
my mom, because clearly I know that I
could actually take out the best in me, yea,
whenever I want to ... the one thing that
made me to actually strive, it’s the words
that my Grandma and my Grandfather
always tell me: ‘You should just persevere,
no matter how hard it is, endure the pain;
at a later stage it will all pay back.’ (Participant 8)
34

Meaning making influenced by stories
Every time, even if we didn’t have food in the
house, we would sit down and she would come up
with stories. She would tell us very hard stories,
because she didn’t want us to think this is the hard
life, so she told us the worst stories whereby they
couldn’t even eat for the week. When she was
growing up, they had to travel distances of about
40-50km just to get to work and then travel back
home, sometimes they walked almost all night to
get to home, and the following morning they must
go again. So if you think of that, you think yoh,
yoh, yoh, this is not a hard life ... So from those
stories that’s when we base ourselves (Participant 8)
35
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Stories offer perspective
At some point I used to say, ‘I’m
suffering, yea, I’m suffering!’But my
Granny’s stories - when she told me,
uh, her stories during her times - of
her suffering, then I realised no, this
is a, it’s a little thing (laughs)
(Participant 7)
36
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Attachment relationships: familial (ii)
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Older siblings provide financially, support mastery and self-regulation

Maybe it’s because of the standard at home you know,
where it was really hectic. As I said, we are, we are amongst
the poorest in my community ... I had four [brothers], but
now I have three - one passed away. … So after they
graduated I could also have those things. Yea, so life got
better after they graduated ... and so I was the lucky one
‘cause I’m the last born. So I guess that made life simpler
for me. ...
• You know, so this other brother, the one who’s a
mechanical engineer, he kept telling me to attend
Saturdays, he kept motivating me, said I shouldn’t stop,
the results will come, and yes, they did come. (Participant 6)
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Older siblings support mastery and meaning-making
He finished and then that was then life became
better. ‘Cause immediately after finishing he
worked as a teacher, and then…then life after that
was better. He took over from my grandmom - I
think she died maybe three years after he was
working. We just stayed with our brother. He made
sure that there is a, I mean, butter on the table
and clothing, school fees and other things like that.
... In the process like, of our sufferings, my brother
became a Christian and then he introduced this
thing into the family. And then, that’s when I
started seeing things differently. (Participant 5)
40

Children spur mastery
My two sons, they are my life. They are
the two things that right now … I want
them to live a life that is much better
than I did… Resilience to me…it’s, it’s
being strong…it’s having a goal, having a
dream and following it through …
knowing that, you know, one day I’m
gonna reach this certain goal. (Participant 12)
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Younger siblings /cousins spur mastery

Attachment relationships: existential (i)

…so everything that was negative in my life, I had to

turn to positive … I pushed myself so hard … What
makes me happy now, is that I didn’t lose my
cousins to this very hard life. There was a point
whereby I didn’t care about myself. I only cared
about what’s gonna happen to them. ’Cause they
are the new generation, so I was already declaring
myself as the old generation (laughs). So I, I
developed them because I was a role model to
them … I adopted it from my Granny (Participant 3)

Security

Attachment
to God
Selfregulation

Meaning
making
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Attachment to God offers security

Religious faith offers new meaning

• There are so many people - we are God’s children all of us and we have needs. So I know if I’m asking for something
I’m not asking for something now. I know it will happen
even if it is in ten years to come. Because ten years to God
is one day.

Um, when I accepted Jesus Christ, that’s when I started to
define myself, that’s when I got to know how to define
myself without using material things, but to find the real
me. I am not my clothes, I am not my situation. What I’m
going through is just a preparation ... to build me for
greater things that will come… I am not where I come
from. I am who I am, and what God has made me to be. I
don’t care what you say about me because it will not
change anything about me ... I’m fearfully and
wonderfully made. I am made for a purpose. The reason
why I’m in the situation is because I can handle that
situation, so I started to understand that situation is not
there permanently, but it’s just there just to, for a, a
46
certain period of time ... (Participant 4)

• L: Who taught you that?

• I think it’s the religion I come across after this, uh, ancestral
stuff: my husband told me not to use scarves on my head.
Then my uncle was very angry with me, saying that I’m not
obeying my grandmother’s teachings, and what what, and
that the ancestors would be angry. Then I asked him why
those ancestors are looking at my head, instead of looking
at men who are cheating (laughs). (Participant 11)
45

Religious faith encourages selfregulation & mastery

Attachment relationships: existential (i)

The other thing that keeps me going is that I’m so
spiritual. I believe in God so, so much and if I am
really, really down, I will just kneel down and pray. It
gives me ... I don’t know, comfort, assurance that,
you know, somebody’s watching you, somebody’s
there for you ... to some people it might seem, uh,
odd, but most of the time when I’m down and I
start praying and I open the Bible, I would find a
scripture that talks about whatever that makes me
feel down, I would find a scripture that says be
strong, my child… (Participant 12)
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Ancestral attachment offers security and mastery
He [Grandfather] lived Ubuntu. Even at his funeral, most people came.
I: So he is not part of your life anymore?
In spirit I’m still with him….
him because maybe when I am in trouble, or I
am scared, or something, I just say … I just pray … he taught me.
me I
just say ‘Our
Our Father,’ and I just talk to him: ‘wherever you are, if you
are still looking out for me, please help me to go through
this…Amen.’
I: And what happens then?
Then eventually things just come right
I: And why do you think they come right?
I think he is with me. I think he is helping me.
me ‘Cause, I am also, when I
am talking to him I say: ‘Even if it does not go the way I want, just
give me strength to accept that things did not go the way I wanted
it to go’ … I ask him to just give me that power to accept that I failed
and that I can’t change that.. I have to do it again…
again (Participant 2) 49

Ancestral attachment mediated by
family attachments

This year, things are going right for me …
so I’ll be like thanking my ancestors and
God, they really help me; they really
stood by me … For me, I think when a
person has passed away … there is
something that lives beyond this world,
so I just think they are there talking to
God for me. (Participant 9)
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Africentric pathways to resilience

meaning making



agency & mastery
security

self-regulation

e q u a n i m i t y

• “Because at home I’ve never seen anyone doing
that, like my parents or anyone, I’ve never seen
anyone praying to ancestors, I just believe that
ancestors are ancestors, they just live there and
they can’t respond to anything.” (Participant 10)
• “No, I do not believe in ancestors. People say
ancestors are people that are dead, that lived
before. My grandfather was a drunk, I’m sorry to
say this, but he was a drunk. How can a drunk be
my ancestor and give me these things that people
say they will give me?” (Participant 12)

Ancestral-God attachment offers
security and mastery
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Equanimity

Future
orientation

Ordinary
magic!

Meaning
making


Acceptance

(Masten, 2001)

(for now)
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Ordinary magic!
(Masten, 2001)
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