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Abstract
Foucault identified the formation of subjectivities as one of a range of mechanisms of
governmentality. In the Anglo-American child protection model, children are viewed as
being innocent, vulnerable, and agency-less and parents (mothers) are constructed as
being solely responsible for their children’s well-being. Such subjectivities blame
parents if children are harmed, allowing social workers as experts to intervene. Structural
contributors to parenting capacity are overlooked in this discourse, relieving the state
of responsibility to address these problems. In South Africa, similar subjectivities
prevail. The developmental discourse, which constructs parents as community members,
emphasises participation, and casts social workers as facilitators and advocates rather
than experts, has not succeeded in replacing the child protection subjectivities. Indeed,
the construction of service users as ‘the poor’ and the adoption of an individualistic rights
focus, has led to the strengthening of oppressive subjectivities, rather than facilitating
a more empowering, participatory, inclusive and democratic approach.

Introduction
Since 1994, the South African political agenda has been framed by the need
to transform systems and structures away from discriminatory and
exclusionary to respectful and inclusionary practices. Welfare, as one
particular sector of society, has needed to shift from remedial, costly, overly-
individualised approaches to those that are preventive, family-centered and
community-based.

In this article, I employ the lens of subjectivities (how service users and
service providers have been constructed within the child welfare discourse)
to explore the extent to which the South African child welfare system has
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been able to transition to a more participatory, democratic model. This is
based on doctoral research in which I explored the discourses of more than
200 documents produced by child welfare agencies (three urban and three
rural) and government departments (on provincial and national level) between
1946 and March 2007 (Schmid 2008). These service plans, manuals, pamphlets,
funding proposals, policies and legislation refer mainly to recent decades,
but also reflect child welfare narratives from the beginnings of the formal
child welfare movement in the early 1900s. While these documents are not
uniform, having each been written with different purposes and audiences in
mind, these materials reflect how subjectivities have been created in the
South African child welfare discourse. These are subjectivities at the core
of child welfare discourse and thus are unlikely to shift substantially based
on who is being addressed. Because these documents span many periods,
I attempt in the article to identify where the child protection discourse clearly
mirrors socio-political shifts. However, I avoid categorising child welfare
discourse into purely pre- and post-apartheid eras, as such a dichotomy
suggests that there are discrete discourses within each period. Indeed, my
doctoral research highlighted that the child protection discourse has been
dominant since the introduction of child welfare practices in South Africa,
and continues to eclipse the developmental welfare discourse of the post-
apartheid era.

Subjectivities: a mechanism of governmentality
Foucault (1994) assumes that liberal (as opposed to feudal) states maintain
a delicate balance between ensuring the liberty of citizens while
simultaneously controlling their behaviour through mechanisms of
governmentality. Governmentality operates through the ‘social’, a
conceptual space that refers to the institutions of liberal society through
which citizens are disciplined and which allows the state to retreat from direct
intervention (Parton 1998, Rose 1996a). These institutions include medicine,
‘corrections’, psychiatry and social work. Normalisation (ensuring that
members of society conform to a middle class norm through the correction
of behaviour and the provision of assistance to the ‘deserving’ poor) and
moralisation (constructing the behaviour of marginalised groups as immoral
and inadequate) are two typical mechanisms of governmentality (Lewis
2000, O’Malley 1996). While the social has been eroded in neo-liberal
societies, individualisation, or atomisation, with its focus on individual
needs, rights and responsibilities, also serves as a mechanism of
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governmentality, undermining the power of the collective (Burchell 1996,
Parton 1996, Rose 1996b). Subjectivity is a further means through which the
state maintains power and disciplines individuals (Tamboukou and Ball
2003). The dominant discourse constructs certain groups or individuals in
particular ways and expects particular behaviours, with subjects needing to
regulate their own behaviours (Rose 1996a). Subjects do so by adopting
dominant views of themselves and controlling their own behaviour
accordingly. Subjectivities thus represent how dominant society expects
individuals to perform, as well as the degree to which such constructions
become internalised. Because of the insidious nature of dominant
constructions of subjectivity, which are presented as grand truths, it
becomes difficult for the subject to interrogate dominant paradigms.
Subjectivities also function as a mechanism to describe who is acceptable
in society (the ‘in’ group) and who is excluded (Rose 2000). Understanding
subjectivities allows one to appreciate individuals in their historical context
and in the power-knowledge complex.

Social work, as a discipline, has created subjectivities relating to service
users and service providers. This is especially true within child protection
systems, where agencies are tasked with managing the behaviour of errant
parents to avoid the abuse of children (Rose 1996a, Parton 1998, 2000).

Subjectivities within dominant Anglo-American child protection
discourse
Subjectivities are one mechanism used by social workers to assert and
maintain dominance over clients. This control is not necessarily applied
intentionally by individual social workers (Reich 2005) but becomes a
function of the child welfare system.

Govermentality functions through particular constructions of the service
user. In the Anglo-American context, the service user is constructed as ‘the
client’ – obfuscating the fact that involvement with the child protection
system is seldom voluntary – and typically is cast as the failing or inadequate
parent. This stance justifies intrusive investigation. Richardson (2003),
writing as a client, reflects how this subjectivity very quickly marginalises
and silences service users. This is especially true for those from lower
income backgrounds who do not share the lexicon of middle-class
professionals (DeMontigny 1995) and is exacerbated where there is a
cultural difference between the worker and client (Harran 2002). Most clients
in the Anglo-American systems are drawn from minority groups and the
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poor, and have been further marginalised by issues such as substance
abuse, limited scholastic performance, and involvement with the criminal
justice system (Reich 2005). In contrast, the majority of social workers are
‘white’,1 representing dominant, middle class values, and thus despite the
best intentions of individual social workers, the Child Protection system
functions to reinforce dominant, middle class ideas of family life (Reich
2005). This orientation shapes the services offered, which are typically
micro-level interventions focussing on the parent’s or caregiver’s
functioning, allowing for moralisation and normalisation and ensuring that
power is not exercised on a collective social body, but rather that discrete
entities are disciplined.

Subjectivity also functions through language. Information accessed
from clients is re-shaped to fit the intent of agency-specific documents,
erasing the texture of the client’s lived experience (DeMontigny 1995). In
addition, the client’s language is reformulated into professional jargon,
effectively eliminating the client’s voice and substituting that of the social
worker. The professional perspective is constructed in dominant society as
being objective and scientific. In this process the client’s narrative is
mediated through the social worker’s framework, which typically is
pathology-based, and results in the strengths and competencies of the client
being both overlooked and reinterpreted as deficits. In an era of risk
management, the reconstruction of clients’ circumstances as risk factors has
been exacerbated (Parada 2004, Parton 1996, 1998). Once the client’s experience
has accordingly been translated into unassailable fact, the client is unable
to challenge the agency’s rendition of his/her experience. Indeed, Reich
(2005) asserts that clients who object to how they are represented are cast
as uncooperative and resistant, resulting in the system responding with
increasingly punitive and restrictive measures. These various mechanisms
of governmentality serve not only to distance the client’s lived reality from
their representation on paper, but also to marginalise the knowledge held by
service users of themselves and their families by substituting this with
professional expertise. Service users also are silenced.

Further, subjectivity operates through the gendered nature of Anglo-
American child protection discourse, which treats mothers and fathers
differently. Mothers, rather than ‘parents’ tend to be the focus of child
protection intervention, women disproportionately bearing the responsibility
for their children’s well-being and safety (Freymond 2007, Swift 1995, Reich
2005). The child welfare mother is seen as deviant and unable to protect her
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child. Broader explanations are ignored. This dynamic occurs even, or
particularly, in cases of domestic violence, where the mother is seen as
irresponsible and unable to care for her children if she does not ensure that
the abuser is no longer part of the household or if she maintains a relationship
with the man. It is thus the behaviour of mothers rather than fathers that is
scrutinised and held to account. Young (unmarried) mothers especially are
held in the spotlight, and are frequently described as either irresponsible
‘wanton women’ or as ‘babies having babies’ (Weinberg 2006: 3). Ultimately,
this construction of mothers of children who have been abused or are at risk,
is informed by and in turn, conforms to and reinforces patriarchal notions
of motherhood and allows men to avoid responsibility for child rearing and
abuse in the domestic realm.

However, these constructions do not necessarily aid fathers or other
males involved with mothers and children as men tend to be overlooked in
child welfare processes (Daniel and Taylor 1999), being seen as either
threatening, a hindrance or irrelevant (Scourfield 2001). These stereotypes
intersect with negative views of minority men (hooks 1992, Hondagneo-
Sotelo and Messner 2000), reinforcing racialised subjectivities. To be
considered as caregivers, fathers must go to extreme lengths to prove that
they have positive relationships with their children, can provide day-to-day
care, and have and can continue to provide financial support (Reich 2005).
Such men must also overcome extensive structural barriers in the Child
Protection systems (Scourfield 2001).

Yet another subjectivity is created with respect to children. Constructions
of children need to be understood as a function of both local and global
discourses (Ansell 2005, Lyons et al 2006, Montgomery et al 2003). Children
are frequently viewed dichotomously: they are either potentially immoral
beings, whose behaviour needs to be moulded and corrected from the
outset, or they are innocent beings, open to being corrupted by adults;
alternatively, they are seen as passive, incomplete beings who have little
agency or as responsible, contributing individuals in their own right (Such
and Walker 2005). In Western discourses, based on middle class ideals,
children are viewed as not having agency; play is seen as central in
children’s lives; families, rather than structural issues, are blamed for any
challenges children have; the notion of the individual rather than the
collective is valorised; and parents’ emotional investment in children is
expected (Ansell 2005). Non-western approaches that do not conform to
these norms are constructed as not understanding the needs of children and
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indeed as being harmful to children. By seeing children as needy and
requiring adult intervention, a rationale is created for the intrusive and
directive actions of child welfare experts. In the contemporary Anglo-
American discourse, young people may be classed separately from children,
and when portrayed as ‘youth’ are frequently viewed as being irresponsible,
rebellious and in need of correction.

The social worker in Child Protection discourse is cast as the expert,
defining both what the problem is and how it should be addressed. Because
of the child welfare mandate, workers carry immense power, a power which
families often fear (Landman and Lombard 2006). Workers frequently feel
caught between their intentions to work in an emancipatory way with clients
and what is possible, given ‘what is both discursively framed as normative
practice and workers’ positioning in society’ (Weinberg 2006:162). This is
made even more difficult as the confrontational elements of the relationship
create their own dynamic (Reich 2005), where clients may push back in
response to workers asserting their authority. Parents are expected to be
compliant, cooperative and conform to the subjectivity that is assigned to
them if they wish to have their children returned to them. Many parents thus
choose not to voice any objections they may have. Ultimately, the silencing
of the service user’s voice allows workers to justify and maintain their views
and to facilitate clients’ self-surveillance.

These subjectivities thus provide a justification for social workers, as
experts, to intervene in the lives (particularly) of poor, minority families, to
scrutinise and manage their behaviour, and to impose middle-class
perspectives. Structural conditions (such as political violence or the lack of
housing, employment, and day-care services) which impact on parenting
capacity remain invisible and therefore unchallenged. These subjectivities
are reinforced in a neo-liberal climate, where individual responsibility is
highlighted (Parton 1996, Rose 1996b). The responsibility remains squarely
on the shoulders of parents to ensure that their children are safe and
adequately cared for. While other approaches to child welfare, such as the
Family Services Model typical of continental Europe (Freymond and Cameron
2006) also have a social control function, the Child Protection system
appears particularly pernicious.

Subjectivities as reflected in the South African child welfare
discourse
Having considered which subjectivities operate within the Anglo-American
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Child Protection discourse, I wish in this section to examine how service
users and providers are discursively reflected in South African child welfare.
The subjectivities I have identified largely conform to those of the Anglo-
American discourse, confirming the child protection narrative as the dominant
and consistent child welfare discourse both during and post-apartheid.
However, the developmental discourse has also introduced particular
constructions of service users and providers, and I explore where these
subjectivities reinforce or challenge those presented in the child protection
discourse, and whether there is a resulting shift to more liberatory
subjectivities.

Where policies are referred to, this is stated explicitly. In the case of
agency materials, the date is given, and an agency is referred to by number.
In the research process, agencies agreed to share their materials on condition
that the agency was not identified.

Children
In the documents analysed, children are described in a number of ways.
Firstly, children have in South Africa historically been constructed as
individuals that are vulnerable, innocent and in need of protection and
rescue, regardless of broader socio-political developments. The following
statements by various agencies highlight this position: ‘the agency must
intervene where danger, physical or moral, threatens the child’ (Agency 1
1954/5); ‘our responsibility is protecting the child and repelling all dangers
that might affect a child’ (Agency 2 1968/9); ‘our concern is for and
protectiveness towards the helpless and dependent young’ (Agency 1 1974/
5); ‘there is an ongoing need to help these helpless humans’ (Agency 2 1989/
90); ‘children are victims of the destabilisation of family life’ (Agency 2 1996/
7); and ‘we must work together with the community and schools for the
innocent child’ (Agency 4 2004/5). Agencies have also in recent years
framed child abuse as a crime against children, and the necessary response
as a war, this narrative actively connecting into the larger societal discourse
about a war against crime. Constructing children as vulnerable provides the
raison d’être for child protection work.

Secondly, throughout the reviewed period, children have been identified
as constituting the ‘future’, for example, ‘Children are our most precious
possession – by safeguarding their wellbeing and development the future
of the nation is safeguarded’ (South African National Council for Children
and Families 1970); ‘Today’s child is tomorrow’s parent’ (Agency 2 1989/
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90); ‘The nation’s future lies in its children’ (Agency 1 1994/5); and ‘Children
are our most precious resource and the foundation for building a caring and
prosperous nation’ (Department of Social Development, Gauteng Provincial
Government, 2003/4). Such subjectivities allow child welfare providers to
argue for resources, precisely because children represent the future and
encapsulate the hopes of the adult generation.

Thirdly, children are viewed as belonging to the collective, as evidenced
in the above quotes that speak to ‘our children’. Indeed, once placed in care
children are constructed as belonging to the service provider, as reflected
in two agencies (Agency 1 and 2) in 2001/2 and 2002/3 respectively, talking
about the need for the ‘disengagement’ of children when they return to their
families. Such a depiction of children suggests that children are connected
to the service providers rather than to their family of origin and allows service
providers to potentially neglect the relationship between children in care
and their families. There is some indication that the discourse may be
shifting, with the idea of ‘family-centred’ intervention receiving greater
credence in current policy documents. While ‘family-centred’ notions
conform to the discourse of Developmental Social Welfare, the idea of
greater partnership with families has also in recent years received prominence
in the Anglo-American child welfare discourse (for example, see Lohrbach
and Sawyer 2004). However, involving families more does not necessarily
imply greater voice, as many family-centred approaches continue to be
expert-driven (Merkel-Holguin and Wilmot 2005).

The dominant construction of children as requiring adult protection, of
encapsulating the future, and of belonging to the larger collective appears
as a reasonably consistent thread since the inception of South African child
welfare practice. These subjectivities provide the rationale for adult
intervention in the lives of children.

Fourthly, with the arrival of a post-apartheid era, children have increasingly
been described as beneficiaries of rights and carrying responsibilities, and
their participation in issues that affect them has received greater attention.
These developments reflect both an international child welfare position that
stresses the rights of children, as well as a post-apartheid stance that aims
to correct the disenfranchisement of the past. In the child welfare context,
a child rights perspective complements the broader rights discussion, places
obligations on the state to create the necessary conditions in which
children’s rights can be honoured (Monson et al 2006) and promotes child
participation (Covell and Howe 2001, Gal 2004). Various policies speak to the
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importance of child involvement and participation (Claasen 2006). For
example, the Interim Policy Recommendations (Interministerial Committee
on Young People at Risk 1996:15) states as a principle ‘participation by
young person, family and community’, while the National Policy Framework
and Strategic Plan for the Prevention and Management of Child Abuse,
Neglect and Exploitation, 2007, also identifies that opportunities should be
provided for children to be heard in matters affecting them. Further, the
Children’s Act No. 38 of 2005 requires that where children are able to
participate in the proceedings and choose to do so, that they may express
their views, and requires that reasons for non-participation be documented.
However, the findings imply that at agency level, by reducing participation
and agency to ‘feedback’, organisations effectively ignore the voice of
children and continue to maintain power over children. Nationally, there are
only a few opportunities for children to take on more active decision making.
Thus, while children may theoretically have been accorded various rights,
they are not offered the opportunity to exercise these rights.

Another tension regarding the children’s rights discourse is that such
rights overlook collective rights and tend to be framed individually, thus
undermining historical relations of power (Razack 1998). Constructing the
child as an individual creates difficulties for families from communally-
oriented cultures (Burman 2003) and presents them as aberrant. While
focusing on the child’s voice challenges the tendency for adults to make
decisions on behalf of children, and thus confronts the vulnerability of the
child in relation to family, community and the state, it also potentially places
children in opposition to adults, their parents in particular. In the child
protection discourse, a dichotomy that presents children as innocent and
vulnerable, and parents as abusive and villains is often established. Further,
it constructs the needs of parents and children as competing with one
another, rather than being inextricably intertwined. The ‘child’s best interests’
standard further assumes a universal idea of what constitutes a child’s best
interests, when this is indeed a construction shaped by how childhood is
viewed within a particular context. The rights emphasis of the developmental
discourse reinforces rather than resolves these tensions as rights tend to be
framed individually.

It appears from the findings that the subjectivities created for children in
the South African child welfare context conform to the Western portrayal of
childhood. These subjectivities of the agency-less child shape policy for
children living on the street, children working, and children heading up
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households as they emphasise the child’s vulnerability, but ignore how
such children have taken on responsibility. This is not to suggest that
children should take on adult burdens, but rather that a more nuanced view
is needed of the manner in which children are agents in their own lives. The
assumption of children’s innocence also vilifies children who engage in
sexual or criminal activity, moving attention away from structural contributors
to such behaviours onto individual characteristics and shortcomings, and
leading to a punitive approach. While there are attempts to portray children
living on the street more positively by referring to them as ‘strollers’
(National Council newsletter 1986), or as in current policy documents,
‘children living or working on the street’, negative perceptions also exist.
Thus, one agency (Agency 2 1996/7) in 1996 had street children clean up a
local shopping centre because it ‘was payback time’, though it does not
appear that any other clients needed to recompense for services received.
Another child welfare organisation encouraged the public to buy ‘charity
coupons’ from the agency rather than giving money directly to street
children, who it was assumed would misuse the money. In order to redeem
the coupon for food the child needed to go to the agency, allowing the
agency to effectively scrutinise the youth.

On a policy level, the subjectivity attached to children is shifting in that
children are increasingly being constructed as multi-dimensional beings.
For example, children coming into conflict with the law are ‘no longer
perceived as only “naughty”, and there is greater flexibility in the management
of these children’; there is ‘greater sensitivity to gay and lesbian youth’; and
there is an ‘increased awareness of the services required for children with
special needs, both physical and intellectual’ (Bongi Lerole, personal
communication, February 2007). However, the findings suggest that while
certain policies may reflect a more multifaceted view of children, agencies
have not yet translated this perspective into practice.

In summary, the South African child welfare construction of childhood
does not sufficiently acknowledge the complexity of a child’s being in the
South African reality. While it recognises both vulnerability and agency,
and protection and participation, neither agencies nor the state have
explicated in terms of policy, and particularly practice, how these dimensions
function in relation to one another. Neither does the dominant subjectivity
identify how children are part of a collective network. A construction of
rights that recognises the interdependence and mutuality of children’s
rights and agency and the rights of the collective (rather than attempting to
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juxtapose these), is missing. The prevailing construction provides a clear
rationale for intrusive measures by experts.

In the documents reviewed, youth are frequently assumed to fall under
the category of children, though there are instances where youth are
identified as a specific category. The few references to youth are generally
pejorative, casting youth as troubled, deviant, rebellious and lacking moral
socialisation. Youth have perennially been perceived as challenging, though
the suggestion by one agency (Agency 2) in 1975/6 that it was ‘imperative
to care for the Black child today for character moulding’ was clearly made
in the context of the Soweto uprisings. In recent decades youth have
persistently been referred to as problematic (South African National Council
for Children and Families, 1993) or ‘uncontrollable teens’ (Agency 4 1993/
4, Agency 2 1997, Agency 4 1997/8, Agency 4 1998/9, Agency 4 2005/6,
Agency 3 2006/7). The young people’s behaviour has been linked to
negative peer pressure, substance abuse, not ‘listening to their parents’,
and not ‘making friends with education’. This discourse may be connected
to a broader discourse of crime, which constructs ‘black’ youth in particular
as criminals. By problematising youth, child welfare agencies retain the right
to correct these young people’s behaviour.

Families and parents
Like children and youth, the examined material portrays parents and families
in particular ways. The Family Policy (Department of Social Development
2006a) defines the family as a ‘group of persons united by ties of marriage,
blood, adoption or cohabitation; characterised by a common residence or
not; interacting and communicating with one another in their respective
family roles, maintaining a common culture and governed by family rules’.
This new definition is intended to be inclusive, allowing for a diversity of
family constellations. The Children’s Act No 38 of 2005 similarly allows for
people sharing a household to adopt together, thus shifting from the two
parenting ideal (Loffell, personal communication, April 2008). However,
while the Developmental Discourse demands more flexible and inclusive
understandings of family, not all types of families are perceived by dominant
society as being equally able to provide adequately for their children. Hence,
the Marriage Manual (DSD 2006b) makes it clear that marriage and two-
parent families are desirable and normative. (While the manual does refer to
diversity in marriages, families and kinship systems, the intent of the manual
is to prepare couples for a happy, long lasting marriage). It is noted, for
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example, that ‘Nothing makes a child feel more insecure than feeling that his/
her parents’ relationship is shaky, that they might divorce’ (DSD 2006b:32),
and that ‘Parental conflict can result in behavioural problems in children and
youth’, with the elaboration that ‘Children of single parents and from
dysfunctional families are more likely to not perform in school, exhibit
behaviour problems and become single parents themselves’ (DSD 2006b:32).
Further, the research quoted and recommendations made relate to
heterosexual marriage. In the Family Policy (DSD 2006a) it is observed that
the ‘changes in family structure’ – such as child headed or granny headed
households – ‘are not always in the best interests of child’.

The influence of the developmental discourse has meant that extended
family members as part of the family network have been recognised on a
policy level. The Family Policy (DSD 2006a) asserts that ‘The child protection
system ... should recognise children ... as members of families and
communities’. Both the Marriage Manual (DSD 2006b) and the Family Policy
(DSD 2006a) highlight that extended family members need to be considered
as supports. The Child Care Forum policy and other AIDS policies stress the
importance of children being raised within the context of their families and
their community of origin, and the Children’s Act recognises that a child
should remain in the care of their parents, family or extended family, and that
the child should maintain connections with their immediate family, relatives,
culture and traditions. However, on a policy level, caregivers still are
individualised (in that caregivers are viewed as single units and are not
consistently considered as part of a larger network) and the subtle
connections and interwovenness regarding rights, identity and belonging
are not fully appreciated. On a practice level, while caregivers outside of the
nuclear family are increasingly being considered, intervention continues to
be delivered to individual units. The emphasis on relatives as supports
suggests that the shift is a pragmatic one, focused on accessing further
resources, rather than recognising the child’s links with its larger family
network. Such a construction can be interpreted as being neo-liberal,
particularly if the identification of resources within the family network is
associated with the family group becoming solely responsible (without state
support) for the raising and protection of children.

When characterising families, it is not always clear in the documents
whether families refer only to the parents, or to the nuclear unit, or to a circle
that includes relatives. The role of families is understood in a number of
ways.
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Firstly, families are identified as being important to children and are
viewed as being crucial to their children’s wellbeing, upbringing and
behaviour, families having been called the ‘key to survival’ (South African
National Council for Children and Families Newsletter 1974) and the
‘cornerstone of any society’ (Agency 2 1996/7).

Secondly, the materials analysed propose that it is not only within the
confines of their family that children do better, but also that it is the parents’
responsibility, rather than any other societal institution, to take care of their
children. For example, a speaker at the South African National Council for
Children and Families2  national conference in 1974/6 stated plainly, ‘Parents
are responsible first and foremost’ and that one ‘should not interfere’. The
corollary is that the state should only intervene with disadvantaged or
dysfunctional families. Throughout South African welfare history, preventive
activities have been directed only at families constructed as being at risk.
Even in the new Children’s Act No. 38 of 2005, the mandatory prevention and
early intervention services appear to be intended for families viewed as
being in trouble, rather than as universal supports. Thus, the intention of
preventive programs is to strengthen families, enhance their coping skills
and to promote self reliance to avoid the need for statutory intervention,
while early intervention strategies are geared to situations where there is the
risk of a child being removed from their family. Such programs are expected
to address issues in family functioning and in the family’s environment that
have impacted on the parent or caregiver’s ability to meet the child’s need
for safety and well-being. That such intervention is focused on the immediate
environment, rather than on structural and systemic issues, is reinforced by
the fact that a court can order parents to participate in early intervention
programs.

Further, the findings imply that parents have over time been seen as the
direct causes of their children’s malaise, this despite the child welfare
movement’s more recent attempts to move away from the concept of the
‘unfit parent’ to ‘the child in need of protection’. In addressing the National
Council in 1972/4, the Minister of Social Welfare and Pensions argued, ‘The
very fact that some people act and behave in unacceptable and abnormal
ways is responsible for the existence of this Council’. One agency (Agency
2) in 2003/4 noted it was working ‘with multi-problem families built on many
dysfunctional individuals’. The Family Policy (DSD 2006a:xi) recommended
‘Moral regeneration’, defined as ensuring ‘that families revive moral values
which guide acceptable standards of behaviour that contribute to well-
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functioning families, communities and broader society’.
Within the developmental discourse, families are constructed more

positively, and interventions are expected to be family-based. Nevertheless,
the Child Protection discourse, which views families pejoratively, is reflected
in the Family Policy (DSD 2006a), which describes families ‘in crisis’, ‘at risk’
or ‘in transition’ as ‘dysfunctional’. Within this pathology-based definition,
the connection between family functioning and a society that cannot
provide adequate opportunities to its citizens is not made. Similarly, the
findings demonstrate that where ‘caregivers’ are viewed as poor and
unresourced, the level of care they are able to offer is questioned. Thus,
while the idea of caregivers has been expanded, the suspicion attached to
parents under the Child Protection discourse appears also to be extended to
other caregivers. Thus, a poor grandmother is seen individually as being
inadequate, rather than the lack of resources being constructed as the
problem and hence, point of intervention.

The documents reviewed do indicate that in recent years there has been
a greater effort to also acknowledge strengths within the family, with one
agency suggesting that workers avoid using ‘idealized notions of parenting’
and accepting ‘good enough parenting’. However, the dominant subjectivity
is that of parents and families who, because of their own limitations, have
failed their children. A strengths-orientation does not imply that structural
impediments to parenting are considered. Parenting typically also continues
to be measured against middle-class, ‘white’ standards, although the AIDS
crisis has required that child welfare agencies be more flexible in their
interpretation of adequate conditions of care. This construction of parents
(or family) as primarily responsible allows the government in the South
African context to offer services in a residual fashion, targeting those
perceived as being most in need of such services. Therefore, despite the
developmental orientation, which attempts to cast families as having
strengths, the child protection view that parents or caregivers have the first
line of responsibility, and that child welfare parents have somehow failed,
persists. The construction of the family network as entirely responsible for
its members absolves the state of a duty of care.

The texts analysed highlight that while a certain discourse is applied to
parents and families in general, there is a further discourse attached to
mothers and fathers. In the South African child welfare discourse, mothers
have been seen as central – as portrayed in the following comment: ‘It is the
duty of every woman to see to it that their child approaches life with a feeling
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of security and belonging’ (Agency 2 1976/77). However, there seems more
recently to be a shift away from the idea of a single maternal bond towards
recognising diverse attachments. A more inclusive view of attachment
challenges dominant patriarchal stereotypes, and is thus in line with Anglo-
American critiques of bonding theories, but in South Africa is also becoming
necessary as service providers and policy makers recognise that households
are fluid and that many adults are involved in raising any particular child. In
the face of poverty, increased urbanisation, and the AIDS crisis, solutions
for orphaned, vulnerable and abused children can only be found in developing
a broader view of attachment. This collective view also happens to tie in
neatly with popular ideas of Ubuntu and communal care-giving.

Nevertheless, the burden for ensuring the child’s safety and well-being
is placed on the mother’s shoulders. Women who are seen to fail at this task
are viewed negatively. In particular, the unmarried (young) mother has
typically been seen as problematic as she does not appear to conform to the
dominant ideal of motherhood. It appeared from the documents examined
that adoption has historically been identified as the preferred option for such
mothers. One of the agencies reviewed has run an ‘adoption home’ for single
mothers since the 1930s. The view of young and/or single mothers as
inadequate caregivers is an enduring one. For example, in 1980/1, one agency
(Agency 2) opined that ‘The problem of the single parent is increasing not
only as a result of the unacceptably high divorce rate, but also because
increasing numbers of unmarried mothers are keeping their children’. Another
agency (Agency 4) noted in 1997 that while single parenting was becoming
more and more acceptable to society, this was not generally in the best
interests of the child. There has been some shift in language in recent years,
one particular agency recognising that young, pregnant mothers needed to
be counselled as to a range of options available to them, adoption being only
one avenue. The agency has also witnessed more mothers now choosing to
keep their children. Nevertheless, single parenthood, particularly by young
mothers, continues to be constructed as problematic. Macleod (2002) notes
that in South Africa, adolescent mothers are viewed as threatening both their
own and national economic security. Teenage pregnancy is associated with
‘black’ mothers, in this way creating a racialised subjectivity.

There is increasing recognition that caregivers, in the absence of the
mother, are typically aunts and grandmothers. The review of agency reports
show that group work programs are being developed with grandmothers in
mind.
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The gendered nature of South African child welfare work has not been
examined, allowing for the continuation of patriarchal responses and for the
welfare gaze to remain on the female caregiver.

Fathers are mostly invisible in the documents. More than half of South
Africa’s children are not living with both parents, and many of these children
have little or no contact with their fathers (Barbarin and Richter 2001). As
such, it might be understandable that fathers are not visible within child
protection. However, this silence appears to reinforce the notion that fathers
are seen as irrelevant and normalises their lack of involvement. The brief
references which exist imply that fathers have been unavailable to their
children, are violent, or when involved, cross boundaries into sexual abuse.
There is also the idea that fathers’ involvement is demonstrated in part at
least through financial support, an expectation not usually held of mothers.
While there seem to be some initiatives aimed at re-affirming fatherhood
(Hunter 2004, Mthimkulu 2006, Peacock and Botha 2004, Rabe 2004, Richter
et al 2004), these seem to be minimal. It is possible that the combination of
the child protection view of fathers as marginal, and the broader experience
of fathers as absent or violent, will create a situation where fathers (and other
males) who are indeed involved with their children become even less visible
within the child welfare system.

A further subjectivity created within the South African child welfare
discourse is that of substitute parents. These subjectivities have over
decades reinforced a construction of biological parents as failures,
marginalising any positive attributes they may have. Adoption is typically,
though not exclusively, presented as a means of completing the lives of
married, heterosexual, usually childless, stable couples who are (in contrast
to the biological parent) loving, safe, nurturing and caring. As with adoptive
homes, foster parents are intended to provide the security, comfort and
happiness that the child’s own home assumedly did not offer. Foster
mothers substitute for the broken bond between mother and child. The fact
that a significant percentage of caregivers are relatives becomes hidden and
their contribution minimised by referring to them also as ‘foster parents’,
though service plans do increasingly identify services specifically aimed at
kin caregivers.

In summary, the families served by South African child welfare are
constructed as being at risk of or having abused or deliberately neglected
their child. Even with increasing recognition of the extended family, the
family is typically conceived of as individual units, its collective nature
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being overlooked. In the dominant discourse, parents – in particular mothers
– are seen as responsible for their children and thus as accountable when
a child is harmed. Structural contributors to parenting capacity are largely
ignored. These subjectivities create the space for the social worker as
rescuer to intervene in the private sphere of family life, when it is deemed a
child is at risk, and to investigate, monitor and control the behaviour of the
parents/caregivers. The subjectivities, although influenced by a
developmental discourse, reinforce a child protection narrative as the
dominant one. Nevertheless, as I describe below, the developmental
discourse’s view of the service user as beneficiary and poor, also sustains
practices of intrusion and control.

Service users as ‘the poor’
The materials suggest that, as in the Anglo-American model, service users
in the South African discourse are generally referred to as ‘clients’. In
contrast, the Department of Social Welfare (DSW) implies that service users
are community members and typically avoids pathologising persons
accessing services. However, the dominance of the child protection discourse
in South African child welfare crowds out the image of the service user as
community member. The government itself has adopted patronising language,
frequently referring to the service user as a ‘beneficiary’ of service. Such
terminology communicates that the relationship flows from the (active)
service provider to the (passive) service user and is not reciprocal.

A second subjectivity has to do with the construction of the service user
as ‘poor’. As Reich (2005:11) points out, the Anglo-American child protection
system tends not to scrutinise middle class families, both because they are
granted a ‘wider sphere of privacy’ and because they are typically able to
resort to private resources when in trouble. Similarly, South African child
welfare has traditionally focused on those who are poor, though during
apartheid ‘white’ poverty received the bulk of resources. In the 1980s and
early 1990s, progressive social workers identified the marginalised, oppressed
and vulnerable masses as the target of a re-visioned welfare system (Patel
1987). However, with the eradication of apartheid and institutionalised racial
oppression, the target of welfare initiatives has returned to ‘the poor’. This
is not surprising given the extent of poverty in South Africa and the
recognition that apartheid practices largely created the conditions for this.

There is danger, however, in casting service users as ‘the poor’ as this
allows the state and service providers to overlook other dimensions of social
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exclusion (May et al 2003) and to intervene in ways that are more paternalistic.
Even though the constitution takes into account disability, gender, race,
religion and sexual orientation, and the developmental social welfare
discourse identifies the empowerment of particular vulnerable groups as
critical, the discourse on poverty, as evidenced in the findings, seems to
override the needs of specific target groups. Further, the structural conditions
resulting in the particular vulnerability of the above groups is not taken into
account sufficiently on the practice level.

In South Africa, ‘the poor’ typically refer to ‘black’ persons. The
intersection of poverty and race further marginalises the service user. In
addition, the framing of service users as poor has facilitated the re-introduction
of ideas of ‘deserving’ and ‘unworthy’ poor. This position is not articulated
clearly in the findings, but is apparent in the literature. For example, the Child
Support Grant (CSG) is directed at caregivers of indigent children, the vast
majority thus being ‘black’. Applicants have to submit to a means test and
provide various forms of documentation. The arbitrary treatment by
processing clerks and disbursing officials – who are frequently dishonest
and corrupt (DSD 2006c, Rosa and Mpokotho 2004) – results in applicants
often finding the process draining, humiliating and degrading (Charles and
Matthias 2003). This occurs despite the ‘Batho Pele’ principles, which
require ‘customers’ to be served fairly and respectfully. It appears that
because welfare claimants are viewed primarily as undeserving poor, the
construction as customers (or deserving) is negated. More recent social
security developments reinforce this portrayal of welfare claimants. In 2007,
the government announced major changes in the social insurance process,
dramatically broadening its repertoire of social risk management interventions
(Tilky 2003) by engaging the private sector and the citizenry in providing for
themselves. Subjectivities of the poor are thus (re)produced by presenting
grant recipients (unemployed) as undeserving and insurance beneficiaries
(employed) as worthy. Child welfare practitioners become implicated in this
process as they increasingly facilitate clients’ access to state support.

The label ‘poor’ therefore appears to prevent a complex analysis of
people’s marginalisation, and facilitates the welfare gaze into poor peoples’
lives.

Service Providers
The documents analysed say little about social workers, though where
mention is made they tend to be constructed as Good Samaritans, committed
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individuals who are ‘willing to walk the extra mile’ for the destitute and
vulnerable, and who are both the rescuer and the expert. In recruiting social
workers, a 2006 Department of Social Development press release claimed
that, ‘Social work is a noble and selfless profession’. Alternatively, the state
reduces social workers to processors of grants: Loffell (2008) has observed
that social workers cannot attend to other necessary tasks because they are
overwhelmed with dealing with grant applications. In 2006, there was a
massive redeployment of government social workers to address grant
backlogs. By constructing social workers either as administrators or as
helpers for those in distress (in the latter case setting up the profession as
a vocation rather than a job), the state has a rationale for paying workers
inadequate salaries, as the work is seen either as a personal commitment or
as unsophisticated. Social service personnel are also seen as crucial in
contributing to the reconstruction of the national social and moral fibre
(Louw 2003: xv), underscoring the idea of service users as morally degenerate
and workers as holding the moral high ground. Such statements conform to
the subjectivity of service providers within a Child Protection discourse.

The construction of social workers under the Developmental Social
Welfare discourse differs markedly from the traditional Child Protection role.
The South African Council for Social Service Professions (nd) identifies that
social workers should protect populations at risk, by confronting structural
sources of poverty, inequality, oppression, discrimination and exclusion
and by intervening through a social development approach at the points
where people interact with their environment. This should be done, it says,
in order to promote social well-being, social functioning and problem-
solving capacities, using a human rights and social justice-based, critically
reflexive practice. Though the role of the social worker is not clearly spelled
out in the White Paper (Bak 2004), the emphases on participation, social
inclusion and community work suggest that in a developmental discourse
social workers are expected to actively acknowledge the perspectives and
expertise of service users through a people-centered approach (Claasen
2006). The developmental view challenges the traditional notion of the social
worker as ‘expert’ (Gray 1998) and requires that social workers relinquish the
power inherent in professionalism and take on facilitative (Sturgeon 1998:34)
and advocacy roles (Mkhabela 2007, Patel 2005). Further, the White Paper
constructs social workers as needing to work alongside other professionals,
such as community developers and child and youth workers (Department of
Welfare 1997). Also, rather than viewing social workers as specialists, social
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workers within the developmental discourse ought to be able to utilise a
broad menu of interventions that respond to community members’ needs.

However, many social workers, including those in the child welfare
sector, have resisted this re-construction of their role (Coughlan 2000,
Follentine 2004, Lombard 2000), as there is less power attached to the role
of facilitator and advocate than there is to the expert role, and hence, using
Fournier’s analysis (2000) a less distinct boundary between the client and
the professional. In child welfare, workers have also struggled as the role of
facilitator conflicts with the statutory role (Landman and Lombard 2006),
being based on opposing assumptions about service users and service
providers and their relationship in terms of knowledge production and
power.

The construction of the social worker under DSW therefore is quite
different to the Child Protection view. While the latter perspective continues
to dominate, the subjectivity of the child welfare worker in South Africa is
being contested.

The findings reflect that volunteers have consistently been utilised to
render services within the child protection movement, serving on Boards of
Management, and doing administration, fundraising, public education and
awareness-raising activities. Whereas the volunteer has historically been
middle class, volunteers are increasingly being drawn from impoverished
backgrounds. Nevertheless, these volunteers are inducted into Child
Protection assumptions. In certain programs, such as Isolabantwana,
volunteers are consciously utilised to expand the monitoring capacity of the
child protection system. Volunteers engaged in the community frequently
see it as their role to ‘empower’ service users by assisting them in making
grant applications (or birth and death certificate applications) and acting as
advocates on their behalf, but also find it necessary to monitor grant
beneficiaries to ensure that they are entitled to the support and are using the
money appropriately, thus also re-producing the subjectivity of ‘the poor’.

Conclusion
Governmentality in South African child welfare thus functions through the
subjectivities of service users – as child, mother, father, parents – and
service provider. In reviewing the subjectivities above, it is important to
remember that identities are not constructed along individual dimensions of
social location. Rather, facets such as gender, class, race, religion, sexual
orientation and dis/ability intersect, creating complex relations of power.
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Thus, it is critical to realise that many of the subjectivities are racialised.
During the apartheid era, ‘the child’ or ‘the parent’ was typically conceived
of in the reviewed texts as ‘white’, albeit it as ‘poor white’. ‘The social
worker’ was constructed as a ‘white’ professional. In post-apartheid times,
service users in the child welfare context are expected by the state to be
predominantly ‘black’ because welfare is inherently understood as a means
of bringing services to ‘previously disadvantaged’ ‘black’ communities.
Further, when discussing the notion of ‘the poor’, the concept of
‘communities’, the idea of ‘abandoned babies’ and ‘youth’, the construct of
‘street children’, the framing of ‘young mothers’ and ‘caregivers’ (read
‘grandmothers’), the racialised dimension is clear. Similarly, when discussing
fathers in the child welfare context as predominantly uninvolved or absent,
the ‘black’ father typically comes to mind. However, while these are racialised
subjectivities, the idea of class also is evident, with social workers usually
being middle class (at least in orientation) and service users being poor. As
referred to earlier, child welfare work is also fundamentally gendered. Thus,
an intersectional lens that acknowledges the interaction of different
dimensions of social location is needed to understand the subjectivities
created within South African child welfare. Further, because the
developmental and child protection discourses operate within the same
realm, both interweaving with and weakening the other, the created
subjectivities are not always clear, but contain ambiguity and movement,
creating a complex, multilayered reality for service users and service providers
in the South African child welfare system.

Nevertheless, the subjectivities of the South African child welfare system
function largely to control service users, resulting in practices that frequently
undermine and marginalise the service user. Governmentality operates
through Child Protection constructions of service user and service providers
by casting the social worker as the ‘expert’ who has to manage the behaviour
of the ‘abusive parent’. While the developmental discourse offers the
promise of a less oppressive, more emancipatory system, it is evident that
in its use of the subjectivity of ‘the poor’, it reinforces intrusive and
paternalistic social work responses. By omitting a clear reference to collective
rights, the developmental discourse underpins an individualistic
interpretation of enfranchisement, allowing individual interests to be placed
above those of the collective. The discourse itself is also applied in
contradictory ways, speaking on the one hand to the importance of
recognising the child’s ties to its immediate and extended family, while still
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at times viewing the nuclear, two parent family as normative.
The South African child welfare system has retained subjectivities which

silence service users and continue to construct the social worker as expert
and central. Subjectivities which cast service providers in positions of
power, while maintaining service users as marginal, have persisted. The
system thus retains its repressive, adversarial character, and its ability to
control those with less power in the society. The child welfare discourse has
ultimately been largely unsuccessful in shifting to a more participatory,
democratic and inclusionary narrative, as demanded by the developmental
social welfare discourse. An interrogation of the subjectivities created
within child welfare and the role of these constructions in the maintenance
of power is needed. How power is circulated must be unmasked. Practitioners
and policy makers must decide if they wish to replicate these relationships
between service providers and service users. Without this, new policy
measures will simply re-create existing power dynamics.

Notes
1. Inverted commas were used where reference is made to racial markers, so as to

signify that these are social constructs (Badroodien 2001).
2. This umbrella organisation for child welfare agencies is now known as Child

Welfare South Africa.
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