
 
ASSR Working paper 04/04
 
April 2004 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
REMEMBERING IN TIMES OF MISERY  

 
Can Older People in South Africa ‘Work Through’? 

 
 
Els van Dongen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Els van Dongen is assistant professor at the department of Sociology and Anthropology, 
University of Amsterdam.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

ASSR WORKING PAPER SERIES 
HTTP://WWW.ASSR.NL/ 

EMAIL: ASSRWORKINGPAPERS@FMG.UVA.NL 
 



 2 
 

 

 
 
ABSTRACT: 
 

In this article the author shows through ethnographic data collected in a South African 

township how the memories of older people are memories of loss and resilience. The author 

describes and analyses remembering as a moral activity, which comments on the social fabric 

of present everyday South African life.  She shows that those memories and the narratives 

about their lives have become peripheral in commemoration.  Most elderly belong to the silent 

victims of violence in the past and in the present. Disrupted family and other social 

relationships are the main factors making it impossible for elderly to 'work through' their 

experiences of violence and atrocities.  
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1. Introduction 

 

In this ethnographic article it is argued that it is almost impossible for certain groups of older 

people in South Africa to remember their lives and to work through the atrocities they had to 

endure in the past and the present. This gives ‘memory’ a special meaning, other than 

remembrance of the past. By the combination of a presentation of ethnographic data, analysis 

and discussion of literature, I show that remembering is a moral activity that comments on the 

desire to have a radical break with the past and the exclusion of older persons in the ‘social 

fabric’ of the present. 

The present living conditions of older people influence remembering to a large extend. 

The literature suggests that the situation and living conditions of older people in South Africa, 

especially those of the black and coloured population are often bad. There exists a growing 

body of evidence that ‘older people in Africa are at ‘increasing risk of abuse and violence’ 

(Gorman 2000: 33). Participants in the study of Keikelame and Ferreira (2000) reported that 

the causes of elder abuse are poverty, lack of respect shown by adult children, alcohol abuse, 

the presence of beer halls and taverns in the townships, drug abuse, unemployment, poverty, 

beliefs in witchcraft and marginalization of older persons by the government. The most 

reported abuse occurred in ‘the context of social disorganization, specifically domestic 

violence, exacerbated by crime, alcohol and drugs’ (Keikelama & Ferreira 2000: 10). Older 

people often have an important task in the household and take care of grand children and 

orphans. Others have reported that state pensions of older people are needed to sustain a 

household (Sagner & Mtati 1999). The elderly I spoke with told that their state pensions make 

them also vulnerable for “false friendships”, misuse, robbery and burglary. Media have 

reported on violence and crimes against older citizens. Social and cultural ruptures, insecure 

positions and many other hardships have harmed intergenerational relations in such a way that 

many elderly lost contact, respect and care of their children and neighbours. The history and 

effects of colonialism and Apartheid are a point d’orgue in the elderly’s lives. 

On the one hand, the stories I have collected during four years confirm the general idea of this 

situation. Many stories are stories of loss of material possessions, relationships, psychological 

well-being and self-esteem. On the other hand, the stories also tell how the elderly survived 

and deal with a present, which is often harsh and seems incomprehensible. To answer the 

question of how older people remember and what the meanings of their memories can be, I 

will draw on my reflections of the narratives of older people living in a home for frail elderly. 

Those elderly share with each other that they are not able to live in their own homes because 



 4 
 

of the combination of detoriating health conditions, lack of care and anxiousness of violence 

and being alone.  

In brief, memory refers to the practice of remembering, either through narratives or 

individual reflection. On the surface, doing memory is thought to be very common in old age 

and often considered as helpful in the transcendence of suffering rather than its fixation. Re-

membering, like the word so well expresses, leads to greater connection to others. However, 

since particular groups of older people in South Africa seem to suffer from alienation and 

marginalisation within their communities, remembering often does not lead to connection 

apart from those who take care of them or an anthropologists who is willing to listen… There 

is not only a fixation of suffering but also an accumulation of misery. In these cases, 

remembering becomes a moral practice, exploring social positions, belonging and power (cf. 

Lambek 1981) or – in the worst scenario – remembering looses its meaning of re-connection. 

I will discuss these practices using the theme of loss and forgetting in the elderly’s stories. For 

this article I used the data I obtained in the old age home in one of Cape Town’s townships 

where mostly Xhosa people live. 

 

A short case illustrates the point of my article. Abie was sitting on his bed, together with 

Elsie, his wife, in the old age home. His room had almost no furniture, except two beds and a 

small cupboard. Some old photos stand on the windowsill, an old poster hangs on the wall. 

Abie was 88, Elsie 74. Abie would talk about his life. I sat on Elsie’ bed with my video 

camera. The camera had become common in the old age centre, because I always had it in my 

hands. The start of his story was simple with just a few sentences, but in fact it was his entire 

story: 

 

I am born in Cape Town, Longstreet number twenty-nine. Now, they take us from there to 

bring us to Gugulethu. We are here now. And our house, our own house, NY six number 

twenty three.. But now, we are here now. We stay here. 

 

It is the non-verbal communication and the expression of misery on Abie’s face that 

transferred the depth of his and Elsie’s suffering. Of course, Abie told more, but the essence 

was in these first sentences. Abie’s story was a story of loss. He lost his house in Cape Town 

when by the Group Areas Act it was possible to displace people of District Six in the 1960s. 

He lost his house in Gugulethu when he and Elsie could not take care of themselves anymore. 
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He lost contact and respect of his children. He lost his money and he complained that his 

possessions and clothes disappeared in the old age home. He lost his dignity. 

 Abie’s story is one of the fifty life stories of older people I collected from 2001-2003 

in different parts of the Cape Flats and Cape Town and on several farms in Paarl and 

Worchester, during several periods of anthropological fieldwork for a research, which focused 

on older people and their memories in present times of misery. My interest is not so much in 

the past of the older people, but it focuses on the ways people remember and in the meanings 

of those memories for themselves and others in their present lives. I argue that the meaning of 

older people’s memories is related to historical processes in this part of the world, their social 

relationships and their position in the society. In this case, memory is not about the past; it is a 

moral statement about the present. 

By combination of ethnographic material with analysis I will discuss and analyse the 

theme of loss in the stories; then I will focus on a particular loss- the loss of a home – that also 

means the loss of social memories. The third theme is that of juxtaposing good and bad 

memories. This is an activity of the elderly with which they express their misery and 

comment on their relationships with younger generations. The next issue is the theme of 

‘working through’ and the ways elderly found to deal with traumatic memories. Finally, in the 

conclusion, it will be argued that elderly have no possibilities to ‘work through’ and place 

themselves in the history of South Africa.   

 

2. Stories of loss 

 

Like Abie, the other elderly I spoke with had their own stories of loss, each told in a different 

way. Some would tell “just historical facts” about their lives and gave a “dry” account of their 

losses. However, this mostly happened when we had our first conversation. I came to 

understand that the “dryness” of their accounts was also protective and had to be interpreted 

as “distanced”. However, when we continued our conversations, the stories were vividly told, 

often with detailed episodes that the elderly thought to be illustrative for what happened and 

to contrast their pasts with what they see as an apocalyptic present. Thus, the stories were not 

only about the past. The different themes I found in the stories covered different times and 

spaces, but very often became detached from remembering and changed into moral claims 

and symbolic practices (cf. Lambert 1996) of the present. 

 A main theme I found in the data was “loss”. We already saw in Abie’s story that loss 

has different meanings: material losses, loss of social relationships, respect and power. 
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Another, impressive story of loss was told by Grace. She is seventy-eight and born in Port 

Elisabeth in a Christian family. She went to school and three years after she finished school 

she married a minister. She got six children and worked at a police station as a matron for 

twenty-five years. One can hardly imagine the impact of the losses she experienced in her life 

on her well-being. Grace had six children, but three of them died of high fever. One son was 

killed because he was beaten to death in the streets. Grace said: “He died. I was in a 

conference at that time. I came back and he had already died… I never saw him again.” Her 

husband also died, but Grace commented on my inquiry about her marriage (“Was it a nice 

man?”): “No, I have had it with him. He died now.” The husband died of diabetes. She had 

two brothers and two sisters. All of them died, except one brother. The two surviving children 

migrated to Cape Town, leaving their mother behind in East London. After many years, her 

children invited Grace to come to Khayelitsha (a township near Cape Town) to visit them. 

She did, but shortly after her arrival Grace had a stroke. She was totally paralysed and could 

not speak. The children brought her to the hospital where she stayed for eight months. When 

she was discharged from the hospital, the children brought Grace to the old age home. It was 

the last time she saw her son and daughter. I met her in the home, deeply sad and almost 

without clothes. After our conversation, she asked me for underpants: “I feel naked 

without…”  Grace felt ashamed to sit without underwear. All her possessions were left 

behind in East London. The loss of contact with her children was her worst loss, leaving her 

alone in the old age home in a place she did not know. A fragment of her lament: 

 

My two children, I have a daughter, but they never come and see me here. (Els: What do you 

think about that?) I don’t know what I think, but I think and think and think and then I get sad. 

They said: Mother, come from East London to see us and I came. But they never came back 

again. I came to see them. I don’t know this place. I don’t know Cape Town. (Els: Your 

children brought you to the old age home?) Yes, and I don’t want to be here. I want to go 

back home. (Els: Why didn’t they bring you to East London after the hospital?) I cannot go 

back there. (Els: Where do you want to go?) I want to go to Khayelitsha. (Els: You want to go 

to your children?) No, because they say: Don’t come. They don’t come here. I don’t know 

why; what is the reason? … They stay together, no more worries about their mother. 

 

A different story of loss is the story of Nothemba. She is eighty-six years old and came to the 

old age home, because she “was lonely”. She was a nurse. Nothemba lost two husbands. After 

her second husband died, she inherited his house in Gugulethu, where she continued to live 
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with her daughter and two grandchildren. The daughter was looking after her mother, but 

when she got phambana (insanity), she “chased her mother away”. She managed to return to 

her house when her daughter was in the hospital. She stayed alone in the house and she “got 

scared to death”. “Nobody looked after me”, she said, “They don’t care for me.” At that time, 

Nothemba had a serious cough and was not feeling well. She was admitted to the hospital and 

later to a day health centre, but nothing was found. During this period of distress, she got the 

“help” of a neighbour: 

 

… And this lady now, she talked like a good lady. She is also in my street. She said to me: 

Give me your pass, your pension pass. Let me go and take your money out of the bank. You 

can stay here in the house. So, she seemed a good person, all right, and she goes there and 

when I go there, I pay the transport for her car, fifteen Rand I would give her. After a long 

time, we went to the post office. When we came there, we took the money out and she took the 

slip and I tell you, she took it right away. I said: What does she do? All right, I keep quiet. 

Now she had overpowered me. She was trying to be like a good lady to me, like some people. 

Before I came out of the hospital, one day I said to her: I want to go to the bank. What do you 

want at the bank?, she asked. I want to go to the bank. I want to go and draw some money. I 

don’t like people to give me drinks… When I came there, the one who I left in my house, who 

was looking after my house, his wife opened my bedroom door, she takes all my stuff, she 

takes my money, she takes my pass, she goes to the bank and took my money there. The 

pension. I wanted to go home; she said: No, no, don’t worry, don’t worry… They said in the 

bank: No, your money is gone. I had more than three hundred Rand in the bank. Because my 

husband left me money. We was not poor people, you know. … This lady wanted… So, I asked 

her: Why did you take the money in the bank? She said: I don’t know, but at last she said: 

Yes, I did. …  

 

The people in Nothemba’s street promised to take care that the woman would pay back the 

money, but until the moment of our conversation, she gave Nothemba only fifty Rand. When 

Nothemba went to live in the old age home, the people from her street wanted to have her 

house and wanted to chase away the woman and her son who took care of the house. The 

woman’s son wanted to sell Nothemba’s house, but the young buyer wished to be sure that 

“nothing were wrong with the house” and did not want “to spend his money for nothing.” So, 

he contacted Nothemba. Nothemba strongly declared that it is her house and that she was not 

signing anything. More than four buyers came to ask her. Then the social worker intervened 
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and took the case to the police, who took it up. At the time of our conversation, Nothemba’s 

house was empty and guarded by the police. 

 

The elderly often stressed their material and financial losses and the loss of relationships and 

kin. Their memories were comments on behaviour of others and relationships, but also on the 

politico-economic structures in the past and present. John’s story about his life contains such 

comments. We were talking at the entrance of the home, where John uses to sit in his 

wheelchair. John’s both legs were amputated because of diabetes. John was sixty-four and 

still looked strong. He had nothing else to do than sitting at the entrance and looking at the 

cars and pedestrians passing the iron gate of the home. John used to be a lorry driver. He 

worked for the “white people”. When he remembered that time, he got very angry and 

frustrated and shouted: “Why did I work so hard?! I worked for nothing, for nothing!! There 

were those white people I worked for and they paid me only a thousand Rand. Thousand Rand 

for a couple of years!!!” John told that “the whites” had taken everything. John told that 

Apartheid was a terrible time. “You had to carry a pass and when you did not or when you 

went into an area that was for whites, the police would come and put you into custody and 

you would have to pay.” John was involved in the freedom fights and had been imprisoned 

twenty times. Directly after this narrative, John started to talk about his children. They would 

not visit him. As he said, they were “very bad, drinking and smoking daga. If his sons would 

come, they only wanted to have money: “How can I give them money? We used to take care 

of our parents and grandparents; now they want money. But I don’t have money.” He gave his 

opinion about the present youth: “Children do not want to go to school. They go to the 

shebeen (beer hall) and drink. They also drink at school. They have weapons and they shoot. 

When I was young, there were no weapons… When I was young, I took care of the cattle, the 

goats, and cows. That was a good time and children obeyed their parents.” John came from 

Transkei.  

 By connecting different episodes of his life, John’s memories became not only moral 

comments on the behaviour of and relationships with others; they were also commentaries on 

the wider contexts in which he experienced his losses. Those contexts lie in the past and the 

present. The elderly had lost more than money, houses or relationships. The process of 

loosing started long ago. Many of them have moved from the Eastern Cape to Cape Town, 

either to find a job or to join their family. After the introduction of the Group Areas Act, they 

lost their freedom and family relations were disrupted. In the eyes of the older people, the 

situation had become worse: the present deep intergenerational conflict is more than a 
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common lament of older people about the younger generation. It is the expression of the 

effects of historical processes and structural abuses, discrimination, racism and poverty. The 

stories of the elderly in the old age home are moral comments on the present situation. They 

are also comments on the politics of annihilation – ‘the denial of Otherness and the Other’ – 

that has created a `system of interaction where classes of people […] are isolated, exploited, 

subjugated, marginalized, exterminated’ (Sturm 1998: 211). Older people in South Africa are 

“the others” in the sense that they are marginalized, caught in a frozen liminale state. They 

undergo the “silent” gerontocide because they are denied, abused, neglected and violated. 

Their stories are exploited for political reasons, like in the present electoral struggle (April 

2004). Their pensions are spent to school fees of their grand children, because the parents are 

unemployed. If the elderly are not frail, they will take care of AIDS orphans and other 

children or family members. But when they got frail and sick, they will have to go to the old 

age centres. Although elderly are cared for in these centres, this care is mainly physical care; 

they are fed, washed and kept alive, but their psychosocial needs are overlooked, so that they 

cannot work through the atrocities experienced during their entire lives. 

The stories and memories show history’s irony of how elderly people fought their 

battles and how things do not go the way they hoped (cf. Marx 1972: 120). The present 

situation of the world outside the old age home that elderly experience as violent and 

threatening becomes a focus of reference in their story. This focus is not specific for older 

people. Others, such as journalists, parents, health professionals and researchers report almost 

daily on violence, crime and abuse. Media speak of the ‘crime epidemic’ and of a ‘culture of 

violence’. The ‘ideological’ viewpoint, however, may well sustain the status quo of inequality 

and discrimination, because violence, crime and abuse are often linked to certain parts of the 

population, i.e. Africans and Coloureds. This is not to say that there is no serious violence, but 

what is needed is a full consciousness of historically produced inequality and societal 

ruptures. The stories of elderly could be helpful, because they refer to the connectivity 

between the present and the past. Their stories become a serious indictment. However, they do 

not belong to the social memory of South Africa in contrast to the stories told at the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission. Those stories focused on the violence of Apartheid and freedom 

struggle and are written into the ‘national fabric’, aimed at a break with the past (cf. Andrews 

2003). I argue that this national break also means a break with the past for older people. An 

extra reason for this break is that these older people mostly do not belong to one of the two 

groups – perpetrators and victims – that were so clearly distinguished in the work of the TRC. 

Of course, they suffered from the system and some of them were actively involved in the 
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struggle, but many of them – especially those elderly older than seventy – were ‘bystanders’ – 

“I don’t know where it was about” – and as such neglected in the national fabric of 

commemoration during the TRC sessions.  

 One might wonder if this aspect contributes to the broken relationships between 

elderly and the younger generations, especially their children. The elderly were not too 

outspoken about the issue, but from their narratives it becomes obvious that children and 

grandchildren reject their ancestors. The elderly told that when they wanted to speak about the 

past and “better times without violence”, their children and grandchildren would bluntly 

comment: “That was your time; this is our time” without any further explanation, thereby 

cutting off the conversation and disconnecting the elderly from the social fabric. The elderly 

felt offended and rejected. History separates the older people from the younger generations. 

The older people have served “the whites” in jobs such as domestic workers, gardeners, and 

handymen. They were raised in obedience for the elders, very often by severe punishment. 

Their narratives about that time are accounts of oppression and exploitation, but also stories of 

order and safety. They told that they could move safely in the streets; that they respected their 

parents and grandparents; and that there was not so much crime and violence. In these 

accounts, the elderly make moral comments on the present. For the younger generations, the 

older people have become “slaves” and “servants” who retained their submissive mentality, 

and by romanticising the past the elderly would push them – the younger people – back into a 

submissive position. The older people have lost their cultural and social space and have 

become the symbol of oppression. They are in a situation of ‘frozen liminality’, which 

disables them to be a part of present “identity-making”.  

 

3. The awesomeness of loosing a house 

 

When older people become frail and sick, their children might demand the house. Sylvia is 

seventy-seven years old. She suffered from a stroke and was the first person that came to the 

old age home when it was built in 1996. She had been a domestic worker until she was sixty-

five. After her children had become adults, she left her house in Langa and went to 

Gugulethu. Sylvia continued to be a domestic worker. This time, as she told me, to be able to 

buy furniture and other things for her house in Gugulethu. Sylvia’s story about the loss of her 

house: 
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I am seventy-seven and I was married when I was still young, when I was twenty-one. And I 

had five children when I was in Langa, not here in Gugulethu. I am also from Langa and I 

came here in the old age home because of my children. My children were not hundred percent 

with me. Of these five children it was only the first one, the girl, and the last one, the boy who 

were the best ones. But these three were bad to me. So, I can say that my life was not going 

right. I left my home; I have come to stay here… My husband died.. So, I stayed at home with 

my children… They became wild after their father’s death. They were nasty to me, I don’t 

know why. (Els: What did it mean for you to leave your home?) It was awesome for me to 

leave my house, but as far as I am concerned I was not happy. When you stay in your house, 

you must be happy in your house and your family. You got to be happy, but I did not get any 

happiness from them. So, that was why I thought by myself: It is the best thing. I did not even 

tell them: I will leave you and go to the home. They saw me taking my things and they saw me 

selling all the goods. My furniture I have left. I had very good furniture in my house. But I 

sold it all. When they saw it, they said: O, mama, where are you going? I said: I am going to 

the old age home. They said: Why don’t you leave this furniture with us? I said: This furniture 

comes out of my shoulders, I worked for it. So, if you want furniture, you buy it yourself. What 

I am going to do, I am going to live in here. I won’t chase you out, you can stay, but you will 

have to work for it. 

 

Like John and many others, Sylvia experienced frustration and suffering because of neglect 

and abuse within the family.  

To older people, houses have special meanings. Besides being a haven and a “happy 

place”, houses are a token of a certain wealth, especially when the elderly own the house. 

Houses are spaces that can be filled with belongings showing the hard work of their owners. 

Ownership of a house, furniture, roofs, front doors, windows and every other part of the house 

contribute to the pride of the owner. It is perhaps meaningful (and ironic in the context of 

these older people) that Gugulethu means “our pride”. 

To people who were displaced in the past or had to leave their homes in Transkei or 

the Eastern Cape, houses became a stable factor in life; a space between roots and routing. 

The township became a place where – like in a Diaspora - a new community had to be 

imagined. Rituals and customs “from home” could be practiced and are still practiced by older 

people. Those were the ‘social dynamics of remembrance and commemoration’ (Gilroy 1994: 

204), a primary ground of identity formation in a context where ‘territory’ was decentred and 

destabilised. It was the ‘changing same’ (Gilroy 1994), the thread of continuity of culture and 
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social structures. This is not to say that social memory, as collective recollections must be 

seen as enduring cultural traditions. Rather, social memory is processing and re-processing of 

cultural forms. This process took place in the houses, in the streets and in the neighbourhoods 

and is nowadays revitalised as a counter weight to violence and gangsterism in the townships. 

Sylvia told about “that time”: 

 

During these days we were staying in town. There were no cars then. We ran as far as we 

wanted to run. …Because things were very easy at that time. There was nothing to be afraid 

of. … Nothing would happen to you then. (Els: Are you afraid to be in the streets now?) Yes, I 

have the fear that they are standing at the gate. We were standing there. We were coming 

from my daughter and we were standing there at about eight o’clock. We came and we were 

at the gate. I was afraid. Because, if you stand too long there, at that gate (of the old age 

home), everything can happen. Nobody could do something, because the gate is there and this 

is because we are not safe. 

 

Crina, the matron of the old age home, has lived for many years in Gugulethu. About the past 

she told: 

 

I grew up in Windemir and then we were forcefully removed and then we came to stay in 

Gugulethu. We were property owners. There were houses built, which are not attached to 

other houses. We used to rent them. Gugulethu used to be a very nice, quiet place. But now, 

no jobs and all that, hijacking, stealing money, breaking in and all that. All that has come to 

the place now. It is not so nice anymore. […] The old people don’t feel safe in their own 

houses. That is why people prefer to come here. […] The young people do their own things. 

They bring friends in the house and drink and you don’t want it… 

 

At this point, we can understand the meaning and importance of a house/home. In Xhosa 

language people make a distinction between ikhaya and umzi. The first is used for one’s own 

house; the second for an institution. The old age home was built to provide a “safe place” for 

elderly, but to the elderly themselves it is an umzi, not an ikhaya. The elderly’s home used to 

be a social space; it still is but within this space elderly are no longer the main authorities. 

Their ideas about nurturance, family, gender roles and generational responsibility are not 

valued by the younger generations. Those ideas are silenced and cut off the social and cultural 

memory.  
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 Illustrative for the meaning of a house as a symbolic place of safety and family life is 

Sylvia’s memory of the lights: 

 

I was a little girl of ten or eleven. Nobody would put a light on. They were using lamps. And 

my mother had a big lamp with a glass. So, nobody would light that lamp without me. I had to 

come home. I knew this time by seeing the boys putting the cattle in the kraal. I know I must 

go home and light the lamp. […] It was a rule for girls. 

 

The house/home as ‘a point of overlapping between the physical, the symbolic and the 

sociological’ (Braidotti 1994: 5) has become an alienating space. Unwanted persons intrude 

the house. It is no longer a place where the same changes in a pace that implies continuity. In 

the perception of the elderly, the “same” has changed abruptly and totally. In this space, re-

membering – producing duration and continuity – cannot take place. The loss of a house 

means more than the loss of material goods; it is the loss of memories that were once social 

memories, a sense of loss that Eisenbruch (1991) named as ‘cultural bereavement’.  

 

4. About pleasure and grief: juxtaposing the bad things and the good things in life 

 

When I returned to Nothemba for a third conversation, she vividly told me about the good 

times and bad times in her life. She jumped up and gestured the meaning of her narratives. 

When she told how she was removed from the train by the police and was put onto the floor, 

one could sense the rudeness of this event. It still hurts her. In the middle of her story she 

stopped and said: “You have made me thinking; everything comes back, it hurts but it is good 

to remember, you must get rid of it…” This is not to say that anthropologists should do 

therapeutic work with reminiscence, although they sometimes might. Nothemba’s remark 

raised awareness of a complicated paradox in the storied memories of the elderly.  

 This paradox covers miserable and happy memories of the same historical period. Bad 

and good things are remembered and narrated simultaneously. Celestina, in her seventies, told 

about the 1960s when she was married and had little children.  

 

… It was a nice gentleman (the husband). (Els: How did it happen?) He asked me if I don’t 

want to be his wife.. Moe nie so aars wees nie (you must not be so curious-laughs)(Els: I am 

very a very curious person. And you said: yes?) I said yes. (Els: Without thinking?) Who loves 

me, I love him (laughs again).  
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Celestina stayed at home when her children were still babies. She said it was a good time. Her 

relationship with her son is still intact. He comes and brings flowers to his mother. Her 

daughter went to Zimbabwe and Celestine lost all contacts with her since then. But at the time 

her children were small, the family was (dis)replaced: 

 

I went to stay at the outer side of Athlone. And then from Crawfords; the law said coloured 

and coloured Bonteheuwel. A coloured (Celestina is coloured) who was married to an African 

must go to Gugulethu… It was a bit difficult… We felt very disappointed but what could we 

do? If the law says you must go, you must go… Otherwise, when we would have criticised or 

things like that, you would get into trouble… They punished you. 

 

For many elderly suffering is in sharp contrast with the happiness they remembered in their 

families, neighbourhood or work. This contrast is painfully experienced in their bodies. In 

telling memories about the time before her stay in Gugulethu, Grace (see above) said after her 

narrative about the troubles with her children and the dark episodes of Apartheid: 

 

… I had a nice time that time. I had my house, I ate what I liked. .. I love the chicken. It is my 

favorite. I like fish. Not the fish that we eat here. Uhmuntu, the silver fish there. They have 

nice fish there. It is a silver fish like the person his face. Not the stockfish here. Silver fish, lots 

of bones but very nice. … Oo-oo, I would like to eat at home (sic! EvD), in my home town it 

was so easy. 

 

Grace’s face looks delighted when she tells about the fish of East London. 

 The elderly remember the pleasures and grieves of their lives. Reflecting on those 

paradoxical memories, some of the elderly would say: “I came all over it. It was just finished 

and it happened to me. But sometimes it comes to me again.” Other would comment: “It is 

difficult to think. Everything comes through.”  

 I also found simultaneity of memories that were told about different episodes of life. 

The elderly would often tell about their childhood and that of their children, grandchildren or 

young people in the present society in a comparative way. In general, those memories 

juxtaposed “good” and “bad” things even stronger. Nothemba’s juxtaposing: 
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I grew up with my grandfather and grandmother. My grandfather was very strict. On Sunday, 

we all had to go to church, every Sunday. In the evening: to the church. On Saturdays we 

were working at home. Doing washing and ironing and all, you know. As I grew up, I was a 

very good child. In the house. Making coffee for old people. My grandmother was a very good 

mother: “come, come, come, my child, make coffee for me. […] O, I grew up with very good 

people. My family was very good people, church people, all my family. We grew up together. 

[…] But now… because the kids of today, they don’t like us. (Els: What is the difference?) 

Today’s children, oo, they don’t look after their mother. They like to go and hide somebody to 

take your “potjie”(food) out. But we, looking after oumas (grandmothers) and all, do washing 

and do everything. Four o’clock we were in the house. We were not in the street like other 

children. No! Always busy. […] the children of today, they may be well educated, but they 

don’t respect old people. They don’t care about old people. They take old people like babies, 

you know. They talk what they like to talk to you. […] Everybody has got their own problems, 

children, children. They only want money; they want houses, makulu mati (don’t worry). … 

Today’s children, you must not trust them, they are no good. 

 

Such narratives are moral claims. These particular versions of the past – very common in the 

stories of the elderly – is explicitly connected to moral ends. Lambek (1996: 239) argues that 

the value of such memories is also in the consequences for relations in the present. Then, the 

question to be asked is what is affirmed and what is denied in those acts of memory. Is the 

moral claim of the elderly justified? Is it appropriate? The memories should not be taken at 

face value. There is a hidden value and pragmatics of forgetting behind the simple opposition 

good-bad. Mr Somwahla, another resident of seventy-seven years old, expressed this. Mr 

Somwahla was married and got one son. He never saw his son, because the mother and he 

were not on good terms. When we spoke about the young Xhosa men of today, he said: 

 

There is one thing I hear about, which is the use of guns on the streets. It has become a 

normality, but I don’t think it is likable. I think people today; even those here in this home, old 

or young, are generally spoilt. The children just re-enact the behaviour of the generation 

before. The generations before them have not set the right examples for them. 

 

Mr Somwahla blamed his peers and the children of his generation for not having given “the 

right examples”, implying that when the elderly themselves were young, they had the correct 

examples given by their parents and grand parents. For him and the other older persons as 
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well, that time was a good time. For others it is hardly believable that those times were 

“good”. This is not to suggest that the elderly were lying about the “good times”; it is to say 

that those memories are motivated by claims regarding the person, identity and self-

validation.  

The elderly’s experience of the past is transformed by drawing into relation different 

domains of experience. This allows them to see ‘similarity in dissimilarities’ (Ricoeur 1979: 

143). It is not uncommon for older people to remember the era of Apartheid as a much better 

time than the present. This may happen if one puts the stories in the light of present suffering. 

But one could also argue that the past still causes suffering. Halbwachs in his Collective 

Memory argues that the most painful aspects of the past are forgotten, because ‘constraints are 

felt only so long as they operate and because, by definition, a past constraint has ceased to be 

operative’ (Halbwachs 1992: 51). However, the past has not ceased. The elderly continuously 

went between the past and the present. In the beginning of my fieldwork, older people were 

reluctant to tell about the past. This can be partly explained by me being a stranger. But after 

some time, the elderly told that when they had to tell about the past, they would feel very bad 

and sad. “Everything comes back and I have to cry”, some of them commented on my queries. 

When I spoke with Nothemba, she told me that she was listening to the radio before I came. 

Although she did not tell what programme it exactly was, she said that the reporter had 

recommended the listeners to forget the past and to direct their focus to the future. Nothemba 

said: “I believe he was right. We must forget the past to live in peace.” But she immediately 

started her story about her suffering during Apartheid. Others also told about the horrifying 

past, while saying that they should “forget”.  

Although the present seems to be incompatible with the past, elderly have similar 

unhappy experiences in their present situation as they had in the past: not only the losses and 

injustices of the past, but also broken relationships with neighbours, family and children, 

abuse and disrespect in the present orient them to feelings of unhappiness, loneliness, anxiety 

and disappointment. On top of this, the organisation of the old age home is imposed on them. 

Many were reluctant to tell about their opinion of the management of the home, but during the 

interviews several remarks were made. Although the elderly expressed the necessity of being 

in the home and told that the nurses were doing a good job, they complained about losing 

possessions and money in the home, lack of privacy, the inconvenient times of the meals and 

the quality of the food, the monthly fee they had to pay, their dependence on care or the 

boredom of their days. These issues made them feel incompetent, dependent and childlike. 

Nolindile said: “In my opinion an old person’s life is not very good. I feel like an older person 
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these days is treated like an infant.” To avoid inevitable conflict, the elderly keep silent, but 

their frustrations continue to exist. Their present situation seems to reinforce not just the 

reproduction of their lives, but also to complete them with moral statements of the present.  

 

5. Finding a space and a time for traumatising life episodes 

 

Memories do not faint, but they seem to have no function in the social lives of the elderly. 

Doing memory have become a private activity. Through recurrence of triggering events (in 

their families and in the old age home) there seems to be little chance to forget. My question 

became: How do the older people deal with this process of experiencing traumatic episodes? 

Do they possess a space and time for ‘working through’ and forgetting?  

 There is such a space and time. The lives of the older people are entirely permeated 

with religious ideas and practices. Almost every older person told that religion was their main 

support and a means to become reconciliated with the lives they have led. Religious memory 

lives and functions within the group in the old age home. It is conflated with their past and 

their present daily lives. For the older people, it is God who decides about their lives and 

death. 

 Celestina and I were talking about the time after her husband had died and about her 

strength to “fight her own battle” in life. I asked her: “Where does this strength come from?” 

Celestina answered: “I don’t know. It is God who gives me the strength. Yes, nobody else.” 

She told that she did not want to become eighty like her grandfather. She wanted to rest, 

because she was very tired. She expressed her anxiety to “get a heart attack” and her wish to 

die before that happened. Celestina: 

 

My life did not have much happiness. I know difficulties. Another struggle. […] This is going 

to happen (heart attack, EvD). I am sure about it, because there are worries. Worries make 

heart attack. Because sometimes things are worrying. You go on thinking. I don’t want to fall 

down. [Els: Worries make you sick?] Yes, it upsets you. And when it upsets you, you must get 

a heart attack. God must see that my time is expired. I don’t know when and I won’t know. It 

is only God who can do. 

 

Crina and I were talking about the fears and anxiety that older people experience in their own 

houses and in the streets. I asked her how the elderly could live with this fear. Crina: 
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…We are taught that we must trust in the Lord. You must have trust in him. When you serve 

him, it is very seldom that things happen to you. I don’t say that things happen to people who 

don’t believe. But you get the courage to go around and not worry. When you go out of the 

house, you pray to God to get you safely there, to where you are going to, you see? And it 

strengthens a lot. […] And you know, if you live in fear those things happen more to you. But 

if you live a positive life and you go out, you pray and you know this is telling to yourself that 

nothing is going to happen to you. It won’t happen. 

 

Abie told me how he has led a life as a soccer player and a dancer. He did not have time for 

God. One day, when he was playing soccer at the centre court, he heard a call: “God talked to 

me: You do too much now. You must work for me now. And I accepted Jesus. I like that; he 

is my friend now.” Abie became a preacher. When Abie got children with Elsie, the children 

would not “listen” to their parents. Abie: 

 

That hurts me enough. They want to do what they like. I talked about Jesus Christ. I wanted 

them to accept, but they don’t like that. [Els: Were you having problem with your children?] 

That is why we are here. They did nothing for us. They wanted money and when we got our 

money, we went to change and then they wanted the change from us, but they did nothing for 

us. […] I can’t understand what makes them doing that. We are away now from the troubles, 

but they fight each other. So, I don’t understand this mess. 

 

Abie’s son could not get a job and was a heavy drinker. Abie gave him his money. The son 

would always come to the old age home to “borrow” money. One day the son came to the old 

age home and asked his father to pray with him. Abie: “I liked that. He accepted Jesus 

himself.”  

 Although most elderly do not visit a church, because they cannot attend the services 

by themselves, they say they are practising Catholics, Methodists or Evangelists. They would 

pray together or read in the bible. They would sing hymns and other religious songs. 

Nothemba read a verse from the bible when I was in her room with my research assistant. She 

took the opportunity to ‘teach” my assistant about respect and trust in God.  

 For many elderly secularisation is a main cause of the present misery. Sylvia saw the 

misery of Aids as punishment of God: 
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The children are no good at all. We must listen to them. They don’t want to take food from us. 

If we tell them: Don’t do this, they will tell you: That was your time. Don’t come and tell us. 

This time is ours. That’s what they are answering. Can’t they see that God punishes them? He 

gave them Aids. This Aids is from children, not from good people. […] I think it is their 

punishment, because they don’t want to listen to old people. […] I think now it is finished, the 

end of the world. Because I have never come across a time like this. We were not grown up 

like this. We grew up to know a big person is a big person. Like your father. You call him a 

big person. The children of today don’t believe. 

 

I remember the disbelief and indignation of my research assistant – a young man in his early 

twenties – when he heard Sylvia’s lament. He thought she was incorrect and had not 

understood the struggle for freedom and democracy. He did not say a word during our 

conversation with Sylvia, but he gave vent to his annoyance when we reflected on this 

conversation outside the home. For him, Sylvia had exaggerated. Submissiveness and servility 

of “his people” lied at the heart of the problem of oppression. 

 It is outside the scope of this article to elaborate on the historical background of 

Christianity in South Africa, but my research assistant made me aware of it’s ambivalence. 

The relationships among African leaders, missionaries and Europeans were always complex. 

In the past, missionaries who were frustrated by local chiefs sometimes sought government 

intervention to weaken the chiefs’ power; government officials sought support form 

missionaries to convince the African chiefs of the value of European customs; missionaries 

would at times object the official policies and were criticised by officials for interfering. The 

resistance of the Xhosa against the British was extremely strong in the nineteenth century. 

During the Apartheid era, the position of the Christian churches remained ambivalent. The 

non-Afrikaner churches could be divided into those that opposed Apartheid and those that 

remained apolitical. Although these churches condemned apartheid and had a strong impact 

on the apartheid debate, they could not overcome the culture and system of apartheid, because 

– according to Villa Vicencio (1988) – they had accepted a “theology of moderation” and a 

political predilection for compromise (Villa Vincencio 1988: 79). They were perceived as 

being ‘trapped within the apartheid regime’ (Ibid: 93). 

 Halbwachs (1992: 87) has argued that religion reproduces the past in two main ways. 

First, Christian morality was guarded and defended by a dogmatic and ritualistic armature. 

Second, the meaning of Christian myths offer people a depiction of life and their imagination 

gives them a sensible form of existence. I have observed that moderation and compromise 
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belong to the core values of older people. Belief and religion is also the counterweight against 

suffering and misery in their lives. But at the same time, it is the reproduction of a past that 

younger generations like to forget.  

 

6. Discussion and conclusion  

 

For reasons described above, memory for the elderly is not re-membering, in the sense that 

their memories are social memories and are becoming part of the South African history. On 

the contrary, older people are disconnected from the social fabric. Recurrence of triggering 

events such as violence, abuse, intrusion or family conflicts force the elderly into doing 

memory in private spaces often without any audience. 

 The memories of the elderly are intimately linked to the recent manipulations and 

revisions of the past in South Africa. The official reworking of the past may suit various 

national mythologies, but the memories of a large group of the population – the elderly – will 

not be part of them. The elderly came to symbolise the dilemmas of remembering and 

forgetting for those who lived through Apartheid and for those who were very young at that 

time. Older people have different ideas of what should be remembered. The nature of 

relationships in the past, the absence of violence (whether this is true or not), and the past 

order seem to dominate their landscape of memory, and have become a moral commentary on 

the present.  

 Silenced memories seem to be the result of a tacit but radical break with the past by 

those who could be the listeners to the elderly’s memories. This has led to an inability to 

mourn about losses for the older people and they cannot ‘locate [themselves] as actor within a 

seamless unity of past, present and future’ (Adams 1992: 159). The elderly lack meaningful 

frames to ‘locate suffering in history, of placing events in a meaningful order in time’ (Good 

1994: 128). Lack of such meaningful frames may harm the vitality and health of people. I 

have found many frustrated, angry, disappointed and depressive older people. Social and 

economic conditions make it often impossible for older people to remember and to tell their 

stories. Shame, fear and poverty deepen suffering and keep elderly from telling and working 

through.  

 Their memories of the past have become peripheral and probably will disappear 

entirely. National policies of reconciliation together with the struggle for life will overrule the 

past ordinary aspects of life of people who were not actively involved during most of the 

years of the Apartheid epoch. The voices of the “silent victims” may well confront the factual 
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historical information. Remembering memory has become an impossible activity for older 

people. I substantially agree with Friedlander (1993: 134) that even if the memories would 

become a new mode of representation, ‘the opaqueness of some “deep memory” would 

probably not be dispelled, because “working through” may reveal that the memories of older 

people do not have meaning in the “new” South African society.   
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