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Growing Up in the New South Africa:
Childhood and adolescence in
post-apartheid Cape Town

Rachel Bray, Imke Gooskins, Lauren Kahn, Sue Moses and Jeremy Seekings.

Cape Town: HSRC Press, 358 pages, ISBN 978-0-7969-2313-4

Reviewed by Adam Cooper

Growing Up in the New South Africa provides a neatly distilled account of three

neighbourhoods that are located in one South Peninsula, Cape Town valley, combined

with descriptive statistics derived mainly from the Cape Area Panel Study (CAPS).

CAPS is a five-wave survey that looks at multiple dimensions of the lives of Cape Town

youth. The neighbourhoods that comprise the research setting for the qualitative work

are Fish Hoek, Ocean View and Masiphumelele, which are depicted as predominantly

‘white’, ‘coloured’ and ‘African’ respectively. The in-depth qualitative work was con-

ducted through spending time on school premises, followed up with weekly art and

discussion groups at local schools and community centres. Through this mixed-

method approach the authors attempt to provide a cross-sectional slice of ‘ordinary

young people in reasonably ordinary South African neighbourhoods’ (p. 27). This book

therefore differs from the predominant approach to the study of children and youth in

South Africa, which has generally looked at ‘atypical’ groups of young people, such as

those involved in political activity during apartheid or studies of street children, AIDS

orphans or young offenders in the post-apartheid era.

In Growing Up in the New South Africa the authors argue that although contemporary

South African youth experience a greater number of opportunities than their parents

had access to, the majority of these young people are nonetheless severely restricted by

their position in society, extreme inequality and the widespread negative social forces

that exist in the neighbourhoods in which they grow up. These neighbourhoods limit

what is possible and acceptable and, in turn, shape the contours of the schools and

families that operate within them. This is compounded by the lack of mobility which

many young people experience in their lives, meaning that they struggle to access

social networks which lie beyond these neighbourhoods. Young people’s attempts to

achieve their personal goals and obtain healthy relationships are therefore thwarted

by a quiet violence that is thoroughly neighbourhood-specific and that restricts their

choices around schooling, relationships and other parts of their lives.

This argument is developed through the different chapters of the text, as the authors

construct a multi-site ethnography that excavates the interlocking spaces of home,

school, community and peer group life, across the three neighbourhood sites that

comprise the research setting. The authors make insightful connections between these
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different socialisation spaces. Following the introduction, chapter 2 looks at how

family life varies within neighbourhoods, yet produces similar challenges and values

across the valley. The next chapter explores the three different neighbourhoods and

the manner in which most young people spend the majority of their time in their own

local neighbourhood. Middle-class Fish Hoek children receive a greater degree of

support and attention from their caregivers, resulting in less independence than their

peers from the other two neighbourhoods and this is therefore shown to be something

of a mixed blessing. In comparison, youth in Masiphumelele and Ocean View are

afforded more local mobility, their parents are absent for longer periods of time and

they are provided with limited supervision. Chapter 4 consists of an analysis of the

ways in which the physical and social boundaries of community are constructed and,

occasionally, transcended. The neighbourhoods in question have only experienced

minor changes since the end of apartheid and integration is stifled by young people’s

minimal mobility between neighbourhoods and a limited lexicon for classifying

different groups of people who inhabit their social worlds.

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on school life, with chapter 5 exploring school as an educational

institution and chapter 6 looking at the social dimensions of schooling. The marked

differences in schooling outcomes across the valley and the fact that structural

inequality persists in the South African schooling system are central to the argument

in chapter 5. Bray et al state that ‘resources do differ, but it is the quality of teaching

that really defines the different worlds of public schooling’ (p. 201). The authors point

to poor school management, a low standard of teaching, the high enrolment of learners

from disadvantaged backgrounds and a lack of discipline in explaining the low levels

of skill acquisition at poor schools. Chapter 6 explores the social aspects of schooling

and investigates the impact of the family and neighbourhood on education, as well as

the daily social interactions that occur at schools and that shape the identities of

learners. The discrepancy between the lofty aspirations of youth and the fairly dismal

educational reality, as well as young people’s limited comprehension of educational,

training and recruitment processes, were central findings of this chapter.

The peer group chapter explores gender differences pertaining to the teenage years

and decisions around dating and sex, which are depicted as part of the active process of

self-representation and social reputation construction. The penultimate chapter,

entitled The quiet violence of contemporary segregation in Cape Town, examines the

strategies young people use in order to leverage a degree of control in their lives, when

in fact little predictability exists for young people in most post-apartheid Cape Town

neighbourhoods. These strategies are largely made up of the construction and

perpetuation of ‘myths’ related to studying, school and the ethics of social life. One

such ‘mythical strategy’ is the construction of a emphatically bifurcated pair of options

in which youth state that they are forced to choose between a path of ‘studying hard at

school and being good’ or ‘partying, crime and being bad’. While these strategies afford

the youth some temporary power in terms of a secure option of being ‘on the right path’
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in the short term, if they so choose, the starkness of the choices actually disempowers

young people and the difficulties around creating sustainable, nurturing relationships

and progressing towards long-term goals remain.

Like the critique levelled at the participants in the study, the authors of the text

struggle to find an alternative language to describe race and the role it plays in the

lives of these youth. Largely invisible, ‘white’ Fish Hoek is centrally constructed as the

healthy norm in relation to which the problems of Masiphumelele and Ocean View are

compared. Also, like the critique of the young people who apparently do not make

demands on the state and civil society, Bray et al’s study of the ‘everyday’ is guilty of

the same charge, as the authors negate policy-related issues, such as the manner in

which a decentralised, marketised South African schooling system perpetuates

inequalities. It is not simply, as the authors state, that ‘… (schools’) former and

present ability, or otherwise, to gain income from fees and other kinds of support from

the local neighbourhood means that they provide profoundly different learning

experiences’ (p. 324). A policy has been implemented that results in neighbourhoods

and parents becoming responsible for the collection of school fees and, in turn, certain

schools becoming semi-privatised. But these are questions for a different book, the

answers to which lie, perhaps, in a different valley; on its own terms the book succeeds

emphatically, producing a compelling read that contains rich insights into the

everyday processes of youth socialisation in Cape Town. The mixed methods approach

works well, as the authors are able to navigate between the general and the particular,

using these iterative methods in a complementary way. Another strength of Bray et

al’s text is their thoroughly interdisciplinary approach, utilising literature from

psychology, anthropology, education and economics, amongst other disciplines. The

book is very accessible and easy to follow and will be extremely useful to a range of

scholars, policy-makers and lay people.
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